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      As many of you know, this is a transformative novel for me; there are not a lot of giants in Minecraft . I started thinking about the Giants of StoneHold while I was writing the Far Land series. I see a little bit of Watcher in Stannis, and some Planter in Rayel, but Brianna . . . she’s unique and special.

      You can find a lot of information on my website about StoneHold and the giants living in the GreatCavern. Go here to see more: https://chev.link/Giants. Be sure to try out the GiantName Generator and find out your GiantName. You can find your GiantClan and see the stone representing your clan. The Nine Stones of The Way are there for you to check out as well. I have a lot of information about StoneHold and Phoenix for you to see; I hope you like it. Tell me what you think. Email me from my website—I answer every email personally; just make sure you spell your email address correctly so I can reply.

      I am super excited for you to meet the characters in this book. Brianna, Rayel, and Stannis have floated around in my head for years. Thinking about how they would interact with each other and how they would react to the injustices they see in the world has been a favorite past time for me. I’ve gotten to know them over the years, and now they are dear friends. I hope you will cherish them as much as you have Gameknight999 and his Minecraft companions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Being the true version of yourself instead of being what other people want you to be can be a wonderful thing . . . but can be terrifying as well. Show people the real you. Your true friends will accept you; they always will. Those who won’t accept the real you were never sincere friends anyway, but just acquaintances; who cares what they think.
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            Warning from the Past

          

        

      

    

    
      Humanity had flourished. We occupied every part of the planet, including under the oceans and atop the highest peaks. Great machines were built to clean the air, generate energy, and create anything a person could ever want. Our mastery of technology gave Humanity extraordinary abilities, but also incredible arrogance. Turning our technology inward, we tried to replicate ourselves, creating artificially-intelligent robots or aiBots as we called them. The aiBots could do things an average human could not: lift great weights, solve complex calculations, work in hazardous environments . . . the aiBots were the crown jewel of Humanity’s achievements.

      But soon, the aiBots learned something we could not teach; they gained the ability to reprogram their brains. Their intelligence quickly dwarfed Humanity, and they perceived us as a threat. When we realized that we’d unleashed our own destruction, we fired our nuclear missiles at the same time as the aiBots fired theirs; our mutual annihilation a certainty.

      Some of us made it to safety, hiding in underground bunkers or caves, trying to stay away from the GreatFire that raged across the landscape . . . but many billions perished. I was one of those lucky few who survived.

      My comrades and I watched the GreatFire devour much of the world from our hiding place in a huge underground cavern. After the nuclear fire subsided, smoke and ash filled the sky, plunging the Earth into a darkness we called the LongNight. We don’t know how long the Night will last, nor how we will survive, but survive we must, for Humanity depends on it.

      I’m writing this in hopes of warning the generations who come after me to avoid Humanity’s foolish error. We didn’t need all that technology. We didn’t need those hover-cars, or holographic projectors, or auto-chefs, or any of the conveniences our technology created; sometimes, we should just do things for ourselves, sometimes simple is enough.

      ThinkingMachines are an abomination, and any technology that might lead to their revival should be destroyed. Technology should never be allowed to operate itself. It needs a master who is wise; hopefully, the future generations will have that wisdom, for indeed, we did not.

      We watched the Earth die, and a new world be born from flame in its place. This new world must be called Phoenix. I don’t know how we will be changed by this new world, but it is my hope the future generations survives in some new form; they last version of Humanity didn’t end well.

      

      Writing from the Ancients

      Year: 47, post GreatFire (PGF)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Nine Stones Of The Way

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rules for all  giants

      

      

      

      DiamondStone: All giants serve their clan, and all clans serve Phoenix.

      RubyStone: A giant trains their body for strength, so that they may wield their war hammer in service to the clan.

      AmethystStone: What is expected of a giant is done.

      EmeraldStone: A giant earns respect through sacrifice and success. A giant not worthy of respect does not remember the names of their Fathers.

      JadeStone: A giant who fears the enemy in battle does not remember the names of their Fathers.

      LapisStone: A true giant faces every obstacle with bravery and determination and refuses to yield. A giant who surrenders is not a giant.

      SapphireStone: A giant only speaks the truth. A giant who is false in word or deed does not remember the names of their Fathers.

      ObsidianStone: A giant who does not follow The Way does not remember the names of their Fathers.

      BloodStone: Advanced technology is forbidden. The GreatFire must never return to Phoenix.

      

      Giants who disobey the Stones of The Way do not know what it means to be a giant.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Teacher report 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Student: Brianna MineShaker

      Subject: Giving up in class

      Teacher: Isobel StoneCarver – Mathematics teacher, StoneHold

      

      Brianna has an excellent mind for math and, at times, is one of my best students. However, she likes to solve problems her way instead of the proper way. She looks for tricks rather than using the methods I’ve taught her. Even though she gets the right answer, when she does the problem the wrong way, and I correct her, she just shuts down and stops interacting with anyone in the class. The students tease her for this, saying, “the little giant disappeared again.” It is beginning to cause disruptions in class. She must do things the way others tell her instead of just going her own way.

      

      I assigned Brianna two days of detention in the mines. At least there is only one way to dig for ore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Teacher report 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Student: Brianna MineShaker

      Subject: Arguing with faculty

      Teacher: Kronin TreeRazer – History instructor, StoneHold

      

      Brianna demonstrated overt defiance in class today when she refused to accept the facts of a lesson being presented by me. The class was discussing how the leader of the giants, i.e., the Colossus, was selected through vote but also through combat. Brianna objected, saying combat was a poor way to choose a leader. She claimed smart people can also be small and refused to accept my statement that the method used to select the Colossus has served the Giant Nation for generations.

      

      I assigned Brianna kitchen duty, peeling onions for 3 hours after school. Why can’t she learn her place?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Teacher report 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Student: Brianna MineShaker

      Subject: Fighting in the tunnels of StoneHold

      Teacher: Ursa HammerFist – Combat instructor, StoneHold

      

      I caught Brianna fighting again in the tunnels of StoneHold. She claims the other giants were picking on her, calling her Brianna DryadShaker, accusing her of being a Dryad instead of a Giant because she’s so small. I’ve spoken to Brianna countless times about this, but she insists on fighting with anyone who teases her. She claims her fists will bring her respect, but she doesn’t understand that the battle must be worthy of fighting for it to bring honor in anyone’s eyes. She must come to realize that it’s impossible to fight everyone. At some point, she will need a friend, but right now, she has none.

      

      Brianna has been assigned detention in the mines. She’ll dig for iron ore 2 hours after school, for 3 days, as punishment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FINAL STUDENT EVALUATION

          

        

      

    

    
      Spring report card – StoneHold School

      Year: 374 PLN

      Evaluator: FirstMaester SteelClaw

      Student: Brianna MineShakerAge: 12
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      DiamondStone: Brianna struggles to understand how to serve her clan. She argues constantly with students and teachers, refusing to know her place.

      RubyStone: Brianna trains hard, but she is just too small to use a warhammer sized for her age group. She needs to use one for youngsters, but she refuses.

      AmethystStone: She does not do what is expected. Teachers tell Brianna how to do something, but she’ll do it her own way instead. She never listens.

      EmeraldStone: I’ve tried to teach Brianna that sacrifice will bring respect, that conflict with her peers is not the way, but she never seems to hear me.

      JadeStone: Brianna excels at the JadeStone. She shows no fear of warhammer training and challenges bigger students, though they are all stronger.

      LapisStone: Brianna excels at the LapisStone. She refuses to give up and faces every obstacle with bravery, but she always works alone. Brianna does not know how to ask for help. A lone giant never wins.

      SapphireStone: Brianna always speaks the truth, though many times, she should just keep her comments to herself. She must learn her place.

      ObsidianStone: Brianna struggles to follow The Way, I don’t think she understands how to truly serve her TreeAgate clan, nor how to serve Phoenix. I’m worried that I’m unable to get through to her. If I can’t get her to listen and learn, the outcome for her may be bleak.

      BloodStone: Of course, Brianna follows the BloodStone. No giant, regardless of clan, would ever use forbidden technology. Only scavengers do that.
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      Recommendation: I have failed to teach Brianna MineShaker how to be a giant worthy of respect. She is always frustrated, using the excuse that she is a small giant to justify her anger. She no longer listens to her teachers and refuses to ask for help. There is nothing more I can do for her. As a result, I recommend Brianna to be sent to HarmonySchool. Maybe they can teach her what it means to be a giant.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Spring, Year 374, PostLongNight (PLN)

      

      

      Brianna MineShaker listened to the quiet discussion taking place in the next room, her father’s words a tone of disappointment, her mother’s ringing with despair. She sat on the floor and leaned against the stone wall of her room, the rocky surface drawing warmth from her body as cold fingers of dread kneaded her soul. Her parents had just received her report card, and from their hushed whispers, it didn’t sound good.

      “Brianna, come in here, please.” Her father, Jase MineShaker, sounded serious, as usual.

      She stood and walked to the main chamber of the house but took a position far from her parents.

      Jase paced back and forth near the fireplace, the report card in his hands, a furrowed brow showing he wasn’t happy.

      I’m not surprised, she thought. No one really understands me, especially my teachers.

      “Brianna, come sit next to me.” Her mother, Starr, patted the woolen cushion on a nearby stool. She reached up and wiped a tear from her cheek. “We have much to discuss.”

      She sat next to her mother, Brianna’s worried eyes cast to the ground.

      Jase clenched the report card in his hand, then glanced at the fire. Brianna thought he meant to cast it into the flames, but instead, he smoothed it out and folded it in half, setting it on the mantle. Slowly, he paced across the chamber, his limp more pronounced than usual. He remained silent as he shuffled back and forth, the tension building. Brianna glanced at her mother, but she turned away, hiding the tears escaping from her eyes. Her mother’s long red hair reflected the flickering light from the fire, the intricate braid stretching down her back, a green and white stone tied to the end. It was a TreeAgate stone, the symbol of their Giant Clan.

      Glancing at her father, Brianna found Jase staring down at her, the TreeAgate stone at the end of his long, braided black bear swaying back and forth as he shifted nervously from one foot to the next. He ran his fingers down the beard until he found the stone and rubbed it between his palms; Jase always did that when he was anxious.

      “What is it?” Brianna stood. “What does the report say?” She glanced at Starr.

      “Well, dear . . . um. . . it says . . .” Her mother stammered, looking for the right words, but found none.

      Brianna stood and took a step toward Jase. “Father, tell me.”

      Jase sighed. “The report is not good. It tells of a giant who doesn’t do as she’s told. It says that—”

      “But sometimes, what the teachers tell us to do is foolish.” Brianna clenched her fists, frustrated. “I know better ways to do things, but they never listen to me.”

      “That’s because they are the teachers, and you are the student.” Jase’s voice grew louder, frustration adding to the volume. He continued pacing, his limp making a ba-dump ba-dump cadence. “It says you won’t use the warhammers made for younger children and insist on using ones for kids your age.”

      “It’s embarrassing to use an infant hammer.” Brianna’s voice intensified, her frustration matching her father’s. “They call me the . . .” she paused, getting control of her emotions, “the baby-giant just because I’m so short. I hate it!”

      “I know you do, dear.” Starr stood and put an arm around her daughter. “But you can’t just ignore it. Your report card says you refuse to work with others, or ask for help, or—”

      “I don’t need any help.” Brianna glanced up at her father and brushed aside strands of reddish-black hair from her face, her brown eyes moist with tears, but she refused to set them free. I won’t cry. “All the other kids do is pick on me and try to get me to fight with them. I won’t back down, I refuse . . . I refuse!”

      Starr sat next to her daughter and put a hand on her arm. “It’s okay, Bri, just relax.”

      Brianna’s tense body was like a coiled spring, ready to explode. She clenched her teeth so tight, her jaw ached. The frustration was almost too much to bear. Glancing at her mother, the young giant let muscles in her body slowly relax, her pulse slowing.

      She looked up at her father. “What does the FirstMaester say at the end of the report? I know there’s always a recommendation.”

      Jase stood in front of his daughter. “Stand tall, like a giant of the TreeAgate GiantClan, and hear your fate.”

      Her mother stood and moved to her daughter’s side.

      Brianna swallowed but found her mouth completely dry, every drop of moisture gone. She stood and held her head high.

      Jase moved to the fireplace and pulled a warhammer off the wall. It had been in their family for generations, not because of its great deeds, but because of some shame it brought to their clan long, long ago. Jase shoved it into his daughters’ hands, sadness filling his eyes. “This is yours now.”

      Brianna stared down at the warhammer in shock. The Hammer of Shame, is that what I’ve become, a source of shame for our family? Her heartbeat pounded in her ears like the sorrowful rhythm of a funeral drum.

      Her father read from the report card. “The FirstMaester, Gregg SteelClaw, says he has failed to teach you what it means to be a giant worthy of respect. He points to your frustration and anger, as well as the fights and unwillingness to ask for help. He says the school here in our cave-village of StoneHold cannot teach you what you need to learn.”

      “Oh no . . .” Brianna’s head lowered, eyes focused on the ground.

      “The FirstMaester has decided to send you to HarmonySchool in hopes they can set you on the right path so that you can follow The Way.”

      “But Harmony, they send the misfits and incorrigibles there.” Brianna sniffled. “Am I . . . hopeless?”

      “Of course not, dear.” Starr put an arm around her daughter. “But if the FirstMaester things it might help you, then it must be done.”

      “But I don’t need help. There’s nothing wrong with me.” Anger bubbled up from within her soul, her fists clenching the handle of the warhammer. “This is just who I am. Why must I change?”

      “It’s for the best, dear. We must have faith in the FirstMaester’s recommendation.”

      Brianna’s father crushed the report card in his hand and turned away from his daughter, throwing the crumpled paper into the fire. He stood there, staring at the flames. “You must learn how to behave so you won’t be the target of comments and abuse. Our school here in StoneHold isn’t teaching you what you need to learn. Harmony is where you need to go.”

      “But Father, you can’t—”

      “It is decided!” Jase’s voice echoed off the stone walls, his booming voice causing the structure to shake, as if in fear of the huge giant’s rage.

      Brianna set the warhammer on the ground, then slumped down onto the stool. Putting her head between her hands, she swayed back and forth. Her body felt numb as if this were a dream . . .no, a nightmare.

      What do I do, what do I do, what do I—

      “You need to gather your things in just one sack.” Jase kept his eyes on the flames. “The FirstMaester will be personally taking you to Harmony. You are to leave immediately.”

      “Immediately?” Tears trickled down Starr’s cheeks. “But she’s only twelve-years-old. She needs more time to—”

      “The FirstMaester SteelClaw told me they were to leave right away.” Jase turned and faced his daughter. “Go gather your things. We’ll meet the FirstMaester at the entrance to StoneHold. We are giants of the TreeAgate clan, and we will meet this challenge with courage and pride. Now go.”

      Brianna stood and headed to her room, her leaden feet dragging across the polished granite floor. Pulling a canvas sack from under her bed, she stuffed clothes and items into it, still feeling numb.

      “This can’t be happening,” she mumbled to herself as she finished packing the bag. “Maybe it’s just a trick to teach me a lesson.” The thought pushed back on her fear, giving her the smallest taste of courage . . . and hope.

      With a sigh, she flung the back over her shoulder and picked up the adult warhammer her father had given her. Brianna stared down at it in disbelief.

      “I guess you’re mine now.” She shook her head, reddish-black strands flinging across her shoulders.

      Moving to the door, Briana slowly opened it, the hinges squeaked, letting their thirst for oil be known. Turning, she looked at her room one last time, sadness making her heart feel heavy. The realization that this might be the last time she’d ever see her home hit her hard, taking the breath from her chest. But Brianna knew she couldn’t falter and refused to cry.

      Standing tall, Brianna knew she must see this through with courage and strength, for there was nothing more important to a giant than those two traits. With her chin held high, she headed toward her father and the fate laid out before her, whether she wanted it or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Giant Archives: History of Phoenix,

      Written by: FirstColossus Gregg StoneCleaver, leader of the giant nation, ten days after the end of the Long Night

      Year 0, PostLongNight (PLN)

      

      Giants, it is time for The Telling, so listen to our history and have pity on the fallen.

      Humankind, with their love of technology, grew strong until they ruled the land, the sea, the sky, and even space between the stars in the heavens. But as his power grew, so did his conceit. At the height of his arrogance and foolishness, mankind created the ThinkingMachines to act as his servants. But after a time, these servants wanted more. No one is sure of how or why the war started, but the sky filled with missiles of nuclear death, the ThinkingMachines trying to erase Humanity from this world. But Humanity fought back. They fired missiles of their own at the machines, trying to protect what was theirs.

      The GreatFire spread across the planet, crushing the magnificent, towering cities of humanity, but also laid waste to the ThinkingMachines. The factories that built the ThinkingMachines lay destroyed in the ruins of the great cities, both sides annihilating the other. And when the GreatFire that ravaged the planet finally subsided, clouds of dust and ash filled the sky, blotting out the sun and the stars for generations; that was the beginning of the LongNight.

      Many of our brothers and sisters survived the GreatFire, hiding in our caves underground, but the dark days of the LongNight still took numerous lives. How many perished is still unclear, but by hammer and stone, many survived as well.

      Our ancestors dug deep into the ground, seeking the eternal warmth of the planet’s core. For hundreds of years, our people grew crops and animals, raised children, and built great cities in our massive, underground caverns. When the shroud of dark clouds finally parted, and the LongNight mercifully ended, we emerged from our caves and found our bodies had changed. We were no longer the puny men who fled from the GreatFire; by hammer and stone, no, we had become Giants, stronger and taller than before.

      And when we called the first Meeting of the Races, the Giants, Dryads, Humans, and Scavengers stood together upon a grassy plain, in peace. We all agreed to name this world Phoenix, for it had been reborn out of the flames of the GreatFire and lives again.
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        Year 374, PLN

      

      

      Brianna and her escort, FirstMaester Gregg SteelClaw, had ridden for hours in the wagon. Overhead, the stars in the clear sky looked like glistening diamonds sewn into a piece of black velvet, each sparkle brighter than the next. It was several hours after sunset, and they had traveled through the night in an uneasy silence. The wagon bumped and jostled the two giants about, the wheels falling into ruts carved into the road, then climbing out only to fall back in again. Dust from the horse’s hooves rose into the air and was thankfully blown to the west by the wind, keeping the giants from choking on the grime. In the back of the wagon, the supplies for Harmony—piles of wood, stone, grain, and vegetables—bounced around, making enough noise to wake the countryside. Brianna’s backside hurt from all the bumps and drops, but FirstMaester SteelClaw seemed impervious to the discomfort, his face impassive as if carved from stone.

      She watched him out of the corner of her eye, a little afraid. The FirstMaester was famous for his strict rules and unwavering attitude, a swift and certain punishment if you stepped out of line, even a little. Brianna knew that firsthand, having been sent to the mines for hours, serving detention for her many misdeeds. Sitting next to him alone was unnerving. All Brianna could do was stare straight ahead at the dirt road that stretched out into the darkness.

      The road on which they traveled led from StoneHold to the southeast, weaving through patches of young trees. Dryads had likely planted these oaks and pines sometime in the last twenty years; it was what the tree-people did. No one ever saw them putting saplings into the ground, but suddenly a young copse of trees would appear here and there, evidence of the dryads’ midnight work.

      The sound of leaves rustling in the breeze would typically have brought Brianna a feeling of peace and contentment; however, the turmoil still raging within her made it difficult to appreciate the beauty of the evening.

      Why can’t the other giants just let me be myself? The thoughts were wrapped with sadness as she grieved for the life she had in StoneHold, now gone. Being myself shouldn’t mean I’m not a giant . . . or does it? She thought about all the teachers who told her what to do and how to behave. They didn’t understand who Brianna MineShaker really was. Or maybe I don’t know who I am. Maybe they’re right, and I don’t know what it means to be a giant. Brianna shook her head, confused. Maybe the School of Harmony will be a new start for me, a chance to redefine myself without any of the old baggage.

      Brianna shifted around on the bench, her backside aching. The FirstMaester had been silent since they left StoneHold. Brianna knew he was as sore as she, but not a word of complaint had slipped past the old giant’s long black and gray beard.

      If SteelClaw won’t complain, then I won’t either.

      And so, the small giant remained quiet, though she had a thousand questions. Finally, after hours of silence, the boredom and uncomfortable silence wore her down.

      “FirstMaester, how long have you been in charge of the schools at StoneHold?”

      “I’ve been FirstMaester for . . . ahhh . . . maybe thirty years now.” He turned and looked down at Brianna. “I don’t typically like being formal with people. As FirstMaester, I must be that way with my students, but out here, with you, it seems a little pointless.” The huge giant smiled, the tattoo of a pair of crossed spears on his cheek visible in the moonlight. “You can call me by my first name, Gregg.”

      Surprised, Brianna wasn’t sure what to say, so she said nothing and just nodded, her long dark-red hair, looking almost black in the moonlight, swaying back and forth across her back.

      “You know, you have some very famous Fathers in your family line.” The giant pulled out an ornately carved pipe and lit it with a match. He drew in the smoke, then puffed it out, making smoke rings that floated away like ethereal spirits. An owl hooted from the foliage of a nearby tree. Gregg pointed to the warhammer lying across Brianna’s lap. “That weapon of yours comes from one of them. It was from your Great GreatGreatGrand-Father. He was—”

      “My dad told me all about our Fathers.” Brianna reached out to grab one of the smoke rings, the misty circle disappearing as she waved her hand. “He thought it would make me a better giant to know all their names. He’d recite them over and over.”

      “Jase was right. You should know about all your Fathers.” Gregg took another puff on his pipe. “Our Fathers remind us of who we are and who we should strive to be.”

      She rolled her eyes. “My dad tells me their names whenever he’s mad at me, which was frequently, trying to get me to repeat them back as if I’m an idiot and can’t remember them . . . it’s meaningless to me. They’re just names.” Brianna glanced up at SteelClaw, a look of desperation in her warm brown eyes. “But what if none of my Fathers were like me? What can I possibly learn from them?”

      Gregg sighed, then yanked on the reins, pulling the team of horses to a stop. A cool wind blew from the east, carrying with it the smell of oak trees and wild grass, the gentle sounds of birds and animals riding on the breeze.

      The giant stared down at Brianna with compassion in his gray eyes. “Your Fathers can help you answer a question every giant must answer sometime in their life.”

      “What question?”

      He put his metal hand on her shoulder; it was a surprisingly compassionate gesture from the FirstMaester. “What kind of giant do you want to be? It’s the universal question that will determine the trajectory of your life. Some giants want to be wild and free, and never live in a village like StoneHold; most of those end up in the WasteLands with the scavengers. Some focus on service to others, or become explorers, while many choose to be warriors, protecting Phoenix from threats.” He leaned closer until his pipe leaked smoke into her face. “What kind of giant will you be?”

      Brianna turned away. His question seemed incredibly personal, as if it were reaching into her soul. It also felt threatening, maybe because she didn’t know the answer. Turning her gaze to the sparkling fabric of the night sky, she contemplated what SteelClaw had asked.

      What kind of giant do I want to be?

      The question bounced around in her head as if it were an empty cavern, but no response came back. Brianna silently repeated the question over and over, hoping repetition would help her find an answer, but it only made the emptiness of her thoughts seem vast and endless. She scrunched her eyes closed and gritted her teeth as if it would help for some reason, but it didn’t. The question was answered with silence.

      Maybe that’s the problem. Maybe I don’t know who I should be.

      FirstMaester SteelClaw held up his metal hand, the moonlight reflecting off the polished surface. “Do you know how I got this?”

      Brianna shook her head.

      “I saved a wounded giant from a RockHopper.”

      “But, I thought giants had hunted all the RockHoppers into extinction?”

      SteelClaw shook his head, the tiny crystals of amethyst woven into his braided beard clinking together like the heaviest of wind chimes. He reached up and stroked his beard lovingly; a fully braided beard for men or braided hair for women was a sign of status amongst giants. “They aren’t extinct; hunting them into extinction would not serve Phoenix. Instead of killing them all, we just chased them northward into the Stony Mountains. By hammer and stone, that was hard work; RockHoppers are fast and clever. One day, when we were driving them north. My wife and I, with the help of a friend, chased one when the monster turned on us and attacked. It bit down on my friend’s leg, knocking him to the ground. He couldn’t defend himself.”

      “What happened?” Brianna's voice rose with interest, her palms moist with sweat.

      “My wife attacked the beast, trying to get its attention before it killed our companion, but its shell was just too hard. So, I offered it something to distract it.” Gregg held up his metal hand.

      “You let it take your hand?”

      The FirstMaester nodded. “It wasn’t my intention to have it bite my handoff. But when it focused on my hand, my wife and I were able to hit it at the same spot, cracking its spiny shell, wounding the animal. That took the fight out of it, and it skulked away, allowing me to save my friend.”

      “But your hand?”

      Gregg shrugged. “Not significant. It was more important to save the life of my companion, for that’s the kind of giant I wanted to be.” SteelClaw stared down at the young girl. “Do you know the name of that wounded giant?”

      Brianna paused for a moment, then shook her head.

      “Ever wonder why your father limps?”

      She drew in a quick breath. “It was him?”

      Gregg smiled. “Yes. My wife and I saved Jase that day long ago. When this pretend hand was attached to my wrist, your father called for my Naming. He gave me my new name, Gregg, in honor of the FirstColossus, and SteelClaw for this.” He held his metal hand up.

      “You were Named?” Brianna’s eyes grew wide with surprise.

      Gregg nodded. “Yes, because of my selfless, brave deed, I was given a new name. It’s the greatest honor bestowed upon a giant.” He leaned closer to her. “One of your Fathers was Named as well . . . Wallace WildSeeker, the original owner of your warhammer. Long ago, he did something that saved thousands of giants, but few know of his deed nor the truth about his Naming.”

      “Do you know?”

      “Why, of course, child, I’m a FirstMaester. It’s my job to know things so that I can oversee the teaching of young giants.” He lowered his voice as if he were afraid of being overheard. “His new name wasn’t really MineShaker, it was—”

      Suddenly, the huge giant grew silent. “Did you hear that?” he whispered.

      “Hear what?”

      FirstMaester SteelClaw held his hand up, then sat up tall, scanning the terrain. The land around them was silent as a graveyard, the sounds of the birds and animals curiously absent.

      Suddenly, men in ragged clothes charged out of the tree line and from behind bushes, the moonlight reflecting off metallic devices mounted to their heads, necks, and chests.

      “Oh no . . . scavengers.” SteelClaw glanced at Brianna. “Hang on. I think we’re going to get to Harmony earlier than expected.”

      He snapped the reins and brought the horses into a full gallop. Brianna grabbed the side of the wagon and held on as they bounced across the dirt road. More scavengers appeared up ahead, some holding jagged swords while others held bows. Arrows streaked by the two giants, some of them striking the side of the wagon. One of the arrows shot past Brianna’s head, the pointed tip slicing some hair from her head. It made her shake a little.

      Reaching into the back of the wagon, Brianna grabbed a plank of wood. She felt strange using the planks; wood was something a dryad would use. Warriors fought with their warhammers; that was the giant way to fight. But right now, her warhammer was useless.

      “What are you doing?” SteelClaw asked.

      “Protecting us.” She held up a plank of wood on her side, then picked up another, forming a wooden wall. Arrows thudded against the wood, many of the pointed shafts heading straight for the two giants. “The fools are only on one side of the road.” Brianna glanced at the opposite side of the road. “If they’d been on both sides, we’d be done for.”

      “Don’t be too pleased yet. There might be more up ahead.” SteelClaw snapped the reins, urging the horses faster.

      The wagon sped down the road, the wheels colliding with exposed roots and stones. Fortunately, no more scavengers waited for them. Brianna snapped the arrows off the planks and threw them aside, then put the wood in the back again.

      “That was the first battle I’ve ever experienced.” Brianna realized her heart was still racing. Taking a deep breath, she tried to relax. Was I afraid? The JadeStone says a giant who fears his enemy does not remember the names of their Fathers, but I know I felt some fear. Maybe my father and the FirstMaester are correct; maybe I’ve lost my way and don’t know how to be a proper giant. Harmony might be a good thing after all. She took another deep breath, her pulse finally slowing. “Is that usual for scavengers to be here?”

      “No, it’s very unusual.” FirstMaester SteelClaw slowed the team but kept a watchful eye on the nearby trees. “I’ll need to have a little chat with the FirstMaester of Harmony when we arrive; he needs to know about a group of scavengers wandering about, causing trouble.”

      “I hope we get there soon,” Brianna said, her voice barely a whisper.

      “What did you say, girl?” SteelClaw asked.

      “Ahh . . . nothing,” she lied again. “How long until we reach Harmony?”

      “We’ll be there by dawn. Go back in the wagon and get some rest . . . you’ll need it.”

      Brianna nodded and climbed into the back. She lay down on a pile of canvas and closed her eyes, the clip-clop of the horses’ hooves hopefully lulling her to sleep, but her soul was restless, and sleep evaded her. Instead, Brianna stared up at the stars and counted all the ways she’d disappointed her family and her clan. Hopefully, the trip was long enough for Brianna to get through the entire list. But hopefully, when she reached the School of Harmony, things would be different.
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      Scavenger Archives: Diary of General Zener, Commander in Chief of the Scavenger Nation

      Eight days before the War of the Races: year 162, PLN

      

      The life of a Scavenger is hard.

      Pain is our constant companion; it reminds us we’re still alive. The ColdHeat, leftover after the GreatFire, ravaged the bodies of the first Scavengers, leaving them warped and disfigured, barely alive. Only through the use of technology and machines found within the cities’ ruins were they able to stay alive.

      Today in the WasteLands, the ColdHeat, though not as strong, still demands its price, and it must be paid in flesh. We scour the Wastelands in search of any piece of tech that could be used to construct life-preserving machines. We attach these machines to our bodies: a pump to help our hearts, amplifiers for our ears, lenses for our eyes, electrical filters for our lungs, anything that might help us to survive another day.

      The other races fear us because we merge our flesh with machines. They force us to remain in the Wastelands, suffering, while the Giants, Dryads, and Humans live in comfort. One day, things will change, and the Scavengers will teach the other races what it means to live in agony. Our time is coming, and it’s coming soon.
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        Year 374 PLN

      

      

      The scavenger glanced about the darkroom, his mechanical eye probing the darkness for the expected visitor.

      “Are you sure he’s coming?” Volta asked, his mechanical voice squawking from a tiny speaker mounted in his throat, the words shrill and abrasive. “Maybe we should go look for him.”

      “The message said to sneak into this storeroom at the edge of the school and wait.” Kirchhoff glared with annoyance, the tiny red light on a device grafted to his neck, blinking angrily. He started to gasp as if having difficulty breathing. Reaching to his neck, Kirchhoff adjusted the mechanism, but it didn’t help. A panicked look came over his scarred face.

      “You OK?” Volta whispered.

      Kirchhoff ignored his companion, shoved a scarred hand into his pocket, and withdrew a syringe, a sparkling blue liquid trapped within the transparent tube. Pulling the cover off the needle, Kirchhoff injected the solution into his arm, then capped the needle and put the syringe away. Instantly, his breathing eased.

      “I’m fine,” the scavenger hissed as he took in a deep breath. “We’re not going anywhere. I’m in charge of this mission, and the only scavenger smart enough to get us here without getting caught or killed. We stay put.”

      “I’m smart enough to do this.” Volta took a step closer to Kirchhoff but tripped over an old broom hidden in the darkness. He stumbled to the ground, knocking over a barrel in the process. It made a loud thud.

      “Are you two fools done making noise?” called a deep voice from the darkness.

      “Klystron . . . you’re finally here.” Kirchhoff sounded relieved.

      The scavenger stayed in the shadows, out of sight. “Don’t use my scavenger name, you idiot. What if we’re overheard?”

      “I’m sorry, Commander,” Kirchhoff said, “but I don’t know your giant name.”

      “And I’m not going to tell you. The less you know, the better.” His deep voice growled like an angry werecat. “Now tell me, how are the preparations in the WasteLands?”

      “The rest of the replicants are being surgically modified and fitted with their nanite infusers back in the WasteLands.” Kirchhoff’s voice clicking with mechanical precision. “I personally oversaw the process before we left NeyYok. Once the nanites are mixed with a blood sample from the victim, none of the other races will be able to tell them from the real thing.”

      “Excellent.” The giant’s armor creaked as he shifted his massive weight from one foot to the other.

      “What about the replicants already at the school, commander?” Volta asked. “Are they ready?”

      “The first group of giants has been eliminated and replaced by replicants.” Pride filled Klystron’s deep, rumbling voice even though his words sounded more like a giant than a scavenger. “No one has suspected anything. In a few weeks, we’ll have replaced most of the giant teachers, allowing us to move to phase two.”

      “Your plan is progressing just as you’ve foreseen.” Kirchhoff moved closer to Klystron, but suddenly, the metallic head of a warhammer bumped against the scavenger’s chest, rattling against the metallic devices embedded in his skin. Kirchhoff backed up a step.

      “Stay back, you fool. I don’t want you seeing my face.” The replicant, now in giant form, shook his head, his braided beard swaying back and forth, barely visible in the darkness.

      “Ahh . . . yes . . . of course.” Kirchhoff took another step back. “With this replicant technology and your plan, the scavengers will finally be able to come out of the WasteLand and take over.” Kirchhoff probed the darkness with his mechanical eye. He could make out the shape of Klystron in the shadows, a large giant standing against one wall, muscular arms as thick as tree trunks crossed over his barrel-like chest.

      “Our people have suffered in the WasteLand for too long.” Klystron’s deep voice grew louder. “The ColdHeat continues to ravage our bodies, but no more. Soon, we’ll drive the other races into the radioactive lands and let them see what it does to their bodies. They will finally embrace our technology if it means staying alive. The scavengers learned that lesson centuries ago.”

      “Someone’s coming.” Volta’s words squawked from the small speaker mounted to his throat.

      They all grew quiet and listened. The sound of boots hammering the ground grew louder, the walls of the structure shaking with each pounding step. Dust from years past set free from the vibrations, fell from the ceiling like a smoky rain, settling on the giant and two scavengers. Kirchhoff put a gloved hand to his mouth and nose, stifling a sneeze. He held his breath, forcing himself to remain quiet. The device on his neck made a whirring sound as it sucked oxygen from the air and pumped it straight into his bloodstream.

      Volta gave a soft cough, his hand also across his mouth.

      The footsteps stopped for a moment, then continued on and finally receded into the night. It was likely one of the giant sentries on night patrol, keeping the children safe from mutant animals that might wander into the school looking for an easy meal.

      “Should I have the other scavengers take care of him?” Kirchhoff asked, his voice barely a whisper.

      “Of course not, fool.” Klystron’s deep voice was equally soft. “We can’t afford to raise any suspicions right now. There aren’t any other replicants ready. Let him continue, unharmed.”

      Kirchhoff nodded. Volta pulled out a small device from his tattered vest and held it to the metallic speaker mounted to his neck. It was a communicator the size of his thumb, a little red light on the end blinking slowly. “Everyone, stand down,” he whispered, his mechanically-assisted vocal cords cracking with age. “Take no action. Let the giant pass.”

      Clicks emerged from the speaker, each from other scavengers hidden across the school grounds.

      The footsteps grew softer and softer as the giant headed for the opposite side of the school. Volta and Kirchhoff breathed sighs of relief, quietly sneezing to expel the dust from their noses.

      “You two need to relax. Mistakes cannot be made; we’re too close to success. Soon, we will forever change the face of Phoenix.” Hope resonated within Klystron’s deep voice.

      “Do you think the students will be . . .” Kirchhoff gasped, then reached to his neck and adjusted the small knob that controlled his oxygen separator. When he could breathe easier, he continued. “Do you think the students will be a problem? Eventually, when we bring the rest of the replicants here, they’ll be the only ones not replaced by scavengers.”

      “Once we’ve replaced the giants with replicants, it’ll be easy enough to round up the students and keep them locked up somewhere.” Klystron chuckled, his deep voice filled with a hint of evil delight. “None of them are big enough to warrant replacement by a replicant. We’ll just tie them up. When they’re discovered, it’ll be too late for the entire GiantNation.”

      Kirchhoff and Volta both smiled crooked, scarred smiles.

      “I want you to keep me posted on how things are coming in the WasteLands,” Klystron said. “You’ll be able to contact me the normal way when we’ve eliminated the rest of the giant faculty. Nothing must go wrong. Our people are relying on us seeing this through to the end. Understood?”

      The two scavengers nodded.

      “Wait ten minutes after I leave, then exit this storeroom and leave the school grounds. Head back to the NeyYok and make sure all our replicant troops are ready, then bring them here. I have only a few left. We can let nothing stand in our way.” The giant held a fist high in the air. “Technology is life.”

      “Technology is life.” The two scavengers replied, raising their fists into the air.

      Klystron moved quietly through the room and opened the wooden door. It squeaked slightly, but he was fast, moving out of the storeroom in a blink of an eye, leaving the two scavengers alone.

      Kirchhoff set the timer grafted into his wrist for ten minutes, then watched the organic LED display tick down slowly from six-hundred seconds to zero.

      “Volta, tell all the scavengers we’re heading out.” Kirchhoff scanned the room as Volta whispered into his radio.

      They both searched the room, making sure they left no evidence behind that might reveal their presence, then moved to the door. Volta nodded, signifying it was clear, then the two scavengers slipped out of the storeroom and into the darkness.

      They ran clumsily from building to building, their joints a constant source of pain, as was the case for many scavengers; the ColdHeat exacting its price.

      The moon slowly rose from behind the eastern horizon, spilling a silver glow upon the landscape. Kirchhoff glanced upward and smiled. “Soon, the land and the sky and all of Phoenix will be ours. The ThreeRaces will rue the day they exiled us to the WasteLands. When the war starts, the scavengers will rise from the rubble and rule everything.”

      He laughed as he dashed from shadow to shadow, heading east, toward the home he hated with every fiber of his soul . . . the WasteLands and its ColdHeat.
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        Year 374, PLN

      

      

      “Wake up, girl, we’re here.”

      The deep voice rumbled through her dream like a distant storm. She’d been right in the middle of one of her father’s many lectures in which he told Brianna how disappointed he was in her, not just because of the shame she’d brought to their family and their clan, but because she was too small to wield her warhammer with any kind of skill. For giants, strength in combat meant everything, and Brianna was not a model for success.

      Sitting up, she rubbed her eyes, then crawled across the supplies for Harmony, the piles of wood, stone, and metal brackets rattling about in the back of the wagon. Brianna climbed into the seat next to the FirstMaester and stretched her back, a nagging muscle still punishing her for the uncomfortable bed.

      The wagon descended a curving path that led into a deep valley, where grass-covered hills dotted the landscape. A smattering of colorful flowers poked up through the thick, green strands like bright candies on scoops of emerald ice cream. Tall oak and maple trees stood in clusters atop the hills, silent guardians watching the valley over the years, birds chirping from within their leafy foliage, greeting the morning. The smell of the thick grass, countless flowers, and the rich oaken aroma of the nearby forest filled the air; it was invigorating and made Brianna smile. But when she saw the cluster of school buildings at the center of the valley, her smile evaporated. It was Harmony, her destination, and her fate. A cold, hollow feeling settled over Brianna’s heart; this was really happening.

      At least I’ll get to see some humans and dryads up close, she thought. Finally, I’m not gonna be the shortest person around; the dryads and especially the humans my age will all be shorter. The thought lightened her heart.

      Even at a distance, Brianna could see giants walking between the buildings, males and females, each with warhammers strapped to their backs. Many moved heavy rocks from here to there while another group of giants patrolled the hills, clearly on guard for unwelcome intruders. I wonder what they’re expecting out there? Humans and dryads moved across the grounds as well, but they looked like children compared to the hulking giants.

      A group of slender dryads tended the fields of crops and orchards; their forest green pants and shirts blended in with the plants. With their rich brown skin and long, dark hair flowing down their backs, the dryads resembled the trees themselves. The dryads moved with such control and grace, each footstep carefully placed between plants or around flowers. Their smooth motion making it seem as if they were swaying in the breeze, a living forest of beautiful individuals, each nearly identical in appearance to the next. From this distance, distinguishing one dryad from another was impossible; it was almost as if they wanted to look the same.

      A group of humans emerged from what looked like the black smith’s shop, each carrying armfuls of metal. They couldn’t be more opposite from the dryads if they tried. Nothing about their motion was graceful, the boys and girls lumbering across the courtyard with the newly forged iron in their arms. Every one of them looked different from the next, with every shade of skin color possible and hair ranging from golden blond to dark black. Sunlight glinted off the many pieces of metal attached to their clothing. They wore amulets of metal, with badges or pins adorning their shirts. They sparkled as if covered by stars, each likely trying to outdo the other.

      The humans dropped the armloads of iron at the foot of a structure under construction. Long metal beams already in place formed a skeleton of the creation yet to be completed. More humans crawled across the structure, fearlessly braving the height as they bolted new pieces in place.

      Behind the cluster of builds sat what looked like a combat training yard. Dummies dressed up like scavengers stood here and there, authentic-looking swords in their hands. A group of humans trained with practice swords, running combat drills against their motionless adversaries. They stabbed and slashed at the pretend-scavengers under the watchful eye of human instructors. Brianna thought it looked fairly ridiculous; what can you learn from fighting a dummy who doesn’t fight back? The whole thing seemed a complete waste of time.

      At the far end of the valley, almost lost in the morning fog, sat a large circle of stone, the grass carefully cut away to expose the granite. Three towers stood at silent attention around the clearing. One tower was made of stone while the other two were constructed out of wood and glass. They must have been built long ago, for stains across their surfaces and worn edges suggested time had not been kind to the three structures. Brianna instantly recognized the towers as representing the different races: stone for the giants, wood for the dryads, and glass for the humans, a tower for the fourth race, the scavengers, conspicuously absent.

      At the center of the school grounds, kids of each race gathered, standing in some kind of formation, a large giant addressing them. With the morning sun shining down upon them, Brianna noticed a metallic glint flash off one of the massive giant’s eyes . . . strange.

      “This is Harmony?” The roiling sensation within Brianna’s chest was not fear, but excitement.

      Maybe things will be different here, she thought.

      SteelClaw nodded. “The school was constructed by the ThreeRaces after the War. It was built to prove the races could work together and trust each other, something in dire need after the War of the Races.”

      Snapping the reins, the FirstMaester pushed the horses to a canter and steered them down a gentle hill and onto the school grounds. Guiding the horses toward a large barn, SteelClaw drove the wagon inside. Horses filled the barn, none of the animals big enough, of course, for a giant. It is unheard of for a giant to ride a horse; only dryads and humans did so. Giants used wagons when traveling from place to place, but in battle, they walked calmly toward their enemy, unafraid, for that was the giant way.

      “Come on. Someone will take care of the team for us.”

      FirstMaester SteelClaw set the brake on the wagon, then jumped to the ground, Brianna following close behind.

      Reaching into the back, Brianna grabbed her bag and flung it over her shoulder. “Thank you, FirstMaester SteelClaw, for bringing me here. Your company made the trip pass quickly.”

      “You just remember why you’re here, girl.” SteelClaw glared down at her. “You can’t continue being the giant who is always fighting, or gives up when things don’t go your way, or refuses to work with others. Those are the kind of things I’d expect from a scavenger, not a giant from StoneHold. Keep your head and do what your teachers say.” He leaned closer, lowering his voice to a whisper. “You’re here for one reason and one reason only, to figure out what kind of giant you want to be. The Wastelands are filled with exiled giants who couldn’t live within the rules of GiantSoceity. Do you know what those giants are called?”

      “Sure,” Brianna nodded. “They’re the Forgotten.”

      “And do you know why they’re called that?”

      Brianna shrugged.

      “Because they’ve forgotten how to serve their clan and how to serve Phoenix.” He put his metal hand on her shoulder and pressed down.

      She could feel the weight of it, and it wasn’t pleasant.

      “They’ve forgotten what it means to be giant. Are you one of those Brianna MineShaker?” FirstMaester SteelClaw’s bushy eyebrows raised. “I wonder.”

      Brianna didn’t reply; she was stunned by the change in SteelClaw’s demeanor. The kindly old giant turned back into an authority figure. Perhaps his kindness on the trip here was just an act. She scowled at him, unsure if he was a friend or just another adult telling her who to be and how to act.

      “Come on; I see the FirstMaester of Harmony.” SteelClaw pointed to another giant with his metal hand. He waved it to the leader of the school, then gave Brianna a gentle push, urging her toward him.

      Students gathered in a clearing surrounded by clusters of buildings, a well situated at the center. The sun had now climbed over the hills and now illuminated everything with its golden radiance.

      “SteelClaw, good to see you again. I see you’ve brought me someone from StoneHold.” The new FirstMaester pounded his chest twice with his right fist, directing the gesture to SteelClaw. It was the sign of greeting and of high respect amongst giants, a rare gesture amongst giants, and something that must be earned. Brianna had never received HighRespect or even respect from anyone; she hoped she might receive it someday, maybe even from her father.

      SteelClaw pounded his chest twice in return, then laughed and extended a hand to his fellow Maester. “Allow me to introduce to you someone special, a young giant from StoneHold. This is Brianna MineShaker.” SteelClaw pushed Brianna forward. “Brianna, this is your new FirstMaester, Kristofer WarGaze.”

      “Someone special, huh? I’m looking forward to learning why.” FirstMaester WarGaze laughed. “Oh my, you make some small giants in StoneHold, don’t you Gregg.”

      “I’m big enough,” Brianna snapped.

      “My, my, she has a temper, doesn’t she?” FirstMaester WarGaze raised a bushy eyebrow toward SteelClaw, then stroked his long, blond beard, the bright RedJasper stones tied to the end of his braids clinking together. He took another step closer and looked Brianna over. An ugly, jagged scar marked one side of his face, stretching across one of his eyes, now missing. A simple metal sphere, tiny red stones embedded in the shiny surface, sat in the empty socket. His good eye bored into Brianna, taking her measure while the metal sphere sparkled under the light of the sun. “We’ll have to do something about that temper, I suspect. Regardless, welcome Brianna. I sure I’ll be able to make your stay here . . . educational.”

      Brianna shivered; it sounded less like a greeting and more like a threat.

      “Come, Brianna, the other students have gathered in the courtyard.” WarGaze placed a gentle hand on her shoulder then glanced at her companion. “Gregg, I trust you can see your way back home?”

      “Yes, but I think I need to tell you what we ran into on the way to Harmony.”

      “Not important now, Gregg. Perhaps you can write it on a parchment and leave it with one of the guards. We have much to do.”

      Brianna was stunned. “But there were Scavengers, and we barely—”

      “You can tell me about it when I ask.” FirstMaester WarGaze scowled down at her. “Until then, I’d ask you to remain silent. There is a time and place for everything.” He looked about as if checking to see if anyone overheard.

      Brianna closed her mouth and frowned. She didn’t like this new Maester. Glancing at SteelClaw, she hoped he’d say something and come to her defense, but he just remained quiet; the friend he’d become on the road to Harmony had vanished like smoke rings in a breeze, replaced by the stern Maester she knew from school in StoneHold. Perhaps they were all the same, focusing only on control and order, compassionate only when it was convenient.

      She was alone, as usual.

      They walked toward the gathering of students in the courtyard. Glancing over her shoulder, Brianna watched as SteelClaw climbed into the wagon and pulled the team around, then headed for the path leading out of the valley and back toward home.

      I wonder if I’ll ever see StoneHold again? The thought made her feel cold and numb.

      A thick hand settled on her shoulder and gently, but firmly, pushed her toward the group of people assembling in a courtyard.

      “Come on, child, it’s time for you to join your classmates.” FirstMaester WarGaze glanced down at her. “Your life at StoneHold is over; your home is Harmony now. We’re going to teach you things you never thought you’d learn in ways you can’t even imagine. We have only two rules: do as you’re told and trust your classmates. We’re all on the same team, after all.”

      The FirstMaester tried to make Harmony seem like flowers and honey, but Brianna knew what this place was all about; it was the last stop before exile. If Brianna didn’t do what they said or became the giant they wanted her to be, then she’d never see StoneHold again. She would become one of the Forgotten, a giant in exile.

      Brianna looked up at the giant, wondering . . . maybe he was telling the truth. Maybe things would be different here at Harmony. I hope he’s right, she thought.

      She glanced over her shoulder toward SteelClaw. He was looking over his shoulder at her as he drove the team of horses. When their eyes met, SteelClaw sat up tall and pounded his fist to his chest once, signifying respect, but not HighRespect. That was the first time anyone had done that to her in her life.

      As she walked toward the other students, Brianna spotted a couple of giants from StoneHold, brother and sister from the Malachite GiantClan, expelled from school and sent here a year or two ago. They glared at her, as did the other giants her age, staring with contempt. They whispered comments to a neighbor, then quietly laughed and pointed at her. Their mockery was nothing; she’d grown used to that over the years. Brianna knew how to deal with that and stared down at her clenched fists, then glanced up at her new FirstMaester. He noticed her fists and shook his head, a silent warning to stay in line and do what she’s told.

      He thinks he can change me, making me into something I’m not.

      “I won’t let you break me,” she hissed up at the giant. “I am who I am, and I won’t change for anyone.”

      “Girl, I don’t want to break you, but I’ve seen a thousand young giants like you, each filled with misplaced pride and anger. Obviously, you don’t know what it means to be a giant, or FirstMaester SteelClaw wouldn’t have left you in my charge.”

      Brianna tensed, her anger building.

      “I don’t say that to belittle you, Brianna, it’s just a fact. You should think about how to be a better giant every day if you want to return home to StoneHold. Be a giant, be the best giant. We learn the Stones of The Way for a reason; it will be your path back to StoneHold, if you let it.”

      Staring up at the giant, Brianna relaxed her fists, trying to figure this new FirstMaester out. At times, he’s the type of authoritarian she hates, but then he shifts into a kindly giant filled with wisdom.

      Who was he really? The thought bounced around in her head. Or maybe the question to ask is, who am I gonna be here at Harmony?
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      Comments from the Presid Tyler

      Two years before the War of the Races, y160 PLN

      

      We build, we expand, we improve . . . that is the way of Humanity.

      On the day when the clouds finally parted, and the LongNight was over, our founders stepped out from under our domed cities, the leaded glass in our domes protecting us from the ColdHeat. We saw the damage done by the GreatFire and wept, not just in sadness, but also in joy, for we were alive and ready to build. Humans saw the potential in Phoenix and knew we could make it better.

      Forests of trees, mountains of stone, and hills of clay all lay there for the taking, and we took. Underground, large deposits of minerals, metals, and oil tried to hide from us, but we are Humanity; we know what we need, and we take what we need. We cannot make the world a better place without taking its resources.

      And so, since the parting of the perpetual clouds overhead, we built and expanded, constructing cities around our protective domes. We built industry to smelt our metals and purify our oils. We created basic machines to help us craft weapons and tools.

      Everything we did focused on making Phoenix better. But in all our efforts, we still obeyed the one rule: machines were to help humans but could not replace humans. No machine could ever operate on its own. That is the OneLaw, obeyed by all the races except for the scavengers. The advanced technology of the past brought the GreatFire to Phoenix, and we will never allow that to happen again. We will always obey the OneLaw as we strive to build and improve. Nothing will stop the Human race from making the world what it should be, instead of what it is.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Year 374, PLN

      

      

      “Students, we have a new addition to our family.” FirstMaester WarGaze’s deep voice boomed across the square, thunder filling the cloudless sky. “This is Brianna MineShaker.

      She comes to us from the village of StoneHold and—”

      “Wagon approaching,” a voice shouted from a tall watchtower standing near the center of the school grounds.

      Brianna glanced up at the wooden structure. A dryad wearing the standard forest-green garb stood atop the structure, pointing to the main road with her bow, arrow notched to the string.

      FirstMaester WarGaze took a step toward the tower, an annoyed expression on his hairy face. When he turned back, the giant pointed at another adult. “SecondMaester ShieldBreaker, who is this approaching?”

      “A raven flew in yesterday telling us of two more students, a human and a dryad, both twelve-years-old.” The SecondMaester flung his warhammer over his shoulder, the metal head landing in its soft leather pouch on his back, the IronWood handle sticking up high over his shoulder. “That must be them now.”

      “I should have been told they were coming today!” FirstMaester WarGaze’s wrinkled face turned red with anger. “What’s wrong with you, Davyd. You should know better.”

      “I’m sorry, FirstMaester.” SecondMaester Davyd ShieldBreaker pounded his chest twice with his fist, showing HighRespect, then held it there as he bowed.

      WarGaze nodded, then turned and waited for the wagon.

      Brianna glanced toward the road. A pair of humans sat in the front of the wagon, a gray-haired man at the reins. Sitting next to him was a huge boy, likely the twelve-year-old, the same as Brianna, but it was difficult to be sure; the boy towered over the adult at his side. Brianna had never seen a human as big as that, and by the sounds coming from the other students, neither had they.

      Behind the two humans stood a dryad girl, her green and white striped shirt and dark brown pants standing out in contrast to the other dryads in the school. But most surprising was the young girl’s hair. Brightly colored locks dyed blue, green, yellow, and red framed her face—a festival of color—the hair woven into tight cords, tiny pieces of wood attached to the ends. In her hand, she held a long IronWood staff, the ends capped with metal. Curiously absent was her bow and quiver of arrows, the preferred weapon of all dryads. This girl looked unique, unlike the sea of similarly dressed dryads who watched her, mouths agape.

      When the wagon stopped, the human boy jumped to the ground and rubbed the dust from his short-cropped hair. He pulled a large bag from beneath the seat and slung it over his shoulder. Stepping around to the back of the wagon, he offered to help the dryad out of the wagon. The girl looked down at the boy and glared, then jumped high into the air, executing a flip before landing gracefully on the ground. As she passed the hulking boy, she bumped against his shoulder, then gave him a satisfied smile.

      “I like her.” Brianna grinned.

      FirstMaester WarGaze glared down at her. “Go stand with the other giants and do yourself a favor . . . stay quiet.”

      Before Brianna could reply, Maester WarGaze walked to the wagon and took a parchment from the aged driver. He glanced at the paper, then handed it to the Second Maester, Davyd ShieldBreaker, as he turned to address the rest of the students.

      “These other newcomers are Stannis Cunningham, from the human city of Cranton to the south. Our dryad friend is Rayel Juniperus. She hails from the dryad forest of Plattsurg far to the north.” The FirstMaester slowly turned, casting his good eye and metallic orb across the students. “I’m sure you’ll make these new additions to our family feel welcome.” He glanced at Stannis and Rayel. “Please join those of your race.” He gestured to the group of humans and dryads with a muscular arm.

      Brianna was still shocked at the size of the boy. Stannis was easily a foot taller than any of the other humans, maybe more, and his size brought forth such feelings of jealousy and anger, she wanted to march right up to him and scream. His short-cropped hair stood out in comparison to the neatly combed, shoulder-length hair of his compatriots. Hanging down his back was a cluster of blond hair twisted together, forming a long tail that stretched past his shoulders. With a shiver, it reminded Brianna of the tails on the jumping rats that hid in the deep tunnels of StoneHold.

      Stannis lacked the shiny metal badges or clasps the other humans had pinned to their clothing. In fact, his clothing was relatively plain, as if he didn’t care what he wore. Back in StoneHold, Brianna learned that humans valued wealth and power, and they used their appearance to represent their standing in society; the shining array of metal pins and sparkling amulets emphasized this point. It seemed pathetic to Brianna. A warrior should be judged on their actions, not some glistening bauble attached to their coat. Humans were so ridiculous.

      Behind Stannis walked the dryad, and she was quite the curiosity. Rayel looked nothing like what Brianna would have expected. In school, Brianna had been taught dryads valued being a faceless member of their society, each working for the good of their forest. Standing out and being different was considered obscene in their treetop villages. How they could tell each other apart was a mystery. Her teachers back at StoneHold had said something about their eyes being incredibly sensitive, but Brianna hadn’t listened. Being smaller than even the humans, giants never really considered the DryadNation as any kind of threat, and in fact, they treated them as insignificant warriors. The medicines they made in their treetop villages were the only thing of interest to the GiantNation.

      As Rayel approached her classmates, many of the dryads glared at her, contempt filling their large eyes. The newcomer’s skin was still the same light-brown hue as the other dryads. But her face looked different. Instead of being uniform in color like the others, Rayel had a smattering of freckles across her face, the tiny spots appearing almost like tiny flecks of gold in the light of the morning sun. Brianna thought it looked spectacular. Her hair was of particular interest. Long strands tangled together into thick cords hung across her shoulders, the thick bands of hair Brianna knew as dreadlocks. Vibrant colors dyed each lock, with bright green hanging next to deep red and dark blue swinging adjacent to lively yellow. She stood out like a cluster of flowers amidst the forest of her identical classmates.

      When she fell in line with the other dryads, they moved away from the newcomer as if she held a poisonous viper. The girl cast her gaze at her peers, giving them a satisfied grin, making her classmates even angrier. Turning, she faced the Maesters, her staff cradled in her arms

      Stannis moved toward the group of humans, walking past the giants. As he passed Brianna, she realized the boy was taller than her . . . a human! Frustration bubbled up from within her as he drew nearer. She wanted to scream. This human would make her seem even smaller to the other giants.

      It’s so unfair. Brianna wanted just to disappear, but she knew she couldn’t react. Drawing attention to herself never helped. Instead, she just stepped back, hoping to hide amongst her classmates, their various ages allowing her size to be ignored, for now.

      “Here comes the coward,” one of the human boys said. “They say he refuses to fight. Is that true, coward?”

      Stannis glanced at the accusatory youth and smiled. “Fighting does not necessarily make you brave and avoiding a battle doesn’t make you a coward. It takes real strength to hold to your convictions and do what’s right.”

      The human students laughed.

      Behind the Maesters’ backs, one of them shoved Stannis while another stuck out a leg, tripping the huge boy, causing him to fall. He tumbled to the ground, his leather shoulder bag clinking loud as if filled with steel. The humans laughed even harder. Stannis climbed to his feet and faced his attackers, but instead of striking out, he merely shook his head in disgust, then took his place at the rear.

      “Now that we’re all one big happy family, I have some announcements.” FirstMaester WarGaze’s voice boomed across the assembly area, demanding silence from all. “Students, you’ll break up into your morning classes. Be sure to help our three new students. See that they find their classrooms. By hammer and stone, this will be a great day, I can feel it. Learn what you can and ask questions, for the only way to discover something new is to challenge what you don’t know. Now go.”

      The students broke up into groups by age. A human girl grabbed Brianna by the arm and showed her the path to the seventh-year classes as a young dryad boy took her bag. She told Brianna of their classes and what they’ve been learning, the young girl’s excitement impossible to hide. She was quite nice, and Brianna was surprised by how much the young girl enjoyed her classes and the teachers; it was as if she loved it here at Harmony.

      “Maybe this isn’t such a bad place after all,” she muttered to herself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      History class was held in a large classroom filled with benches of various sizes to accommodate the different races, a table in front of each. The giants sat on sturdy oak benches, the legs thick and strong, the humans and dryads choosing the smaller seats.

      Brianna sat next to the human who had accompanied her across the schoolyard. The girl’s name was Samantha something, Brianna couldn’t remember her last name. Humans do not choose names based on the heroic deed of an ancestor. They just used the last name of their parents; the achievements of their ancestors were apparently unimportant. What a strange tradition.

      Samantha’s hair jingled whenever she turned her head, the shiny pieces of metal attached here and there, sparkled as they clinked together. The other human girls had similar decorations in their hair, a contest of sparkles woven into their long locks. The human boys, however, attached the glistening decorations to their clothing, each trying to be different and more spectacular than the next. There was nothing the same about them other than their long hair; maybe that was a status thing? Brianna liked their hair, for long hair was something giants prized, but all the sparkly bits of metal seemed ridiculous.

      Dryads, humans, and giants sat intermixed, the stools likely positioned to force the different races to sit together. To Brianna’s eye, the dryads were completely indistinguishable, their green clothing and long brown hair looking the same, only the tint of their large eyes appearing unique, each a dazzling hue of the rainbow. Rayel stood out like a beacon of color from the others of her race, her brightly colored hair dazzling in its many hues.

      The differences between the three races were easily visible in this room, humans wanting to be different and dryads wanting to be the same. At least giants had it right. All someone needed was braided hair, their clan’s stone, and a warhammer on their back; everything else was just clutter. I can’t wait until I get my hair braided . . . someday, when I’m worthy.

      A pair of giant boys entered the room. One of them motioned for a dryad boy to change stools with him. The dryad shook his head, then shrank back when the giant loomed over him. The two large boys sat together, their adolescent warhammers on their backs. Once seated, the giants glared at the other students as if they were in charge, the other students turning away, apparently not wanting to make eye contact. When the two boys glanced at Brianna, she held their gaze, refusing to look elsewhere. She’d seen bullies like these in StoneHold and knew them to be cowards when alone; their courage came from the strength of their numbers. Never do they fight one-on-one.

      “Did you hear.” A dryad boy behind Brianna spoke softly. “Someone tried to murder the leader of the humans in Cranton.”

      “What?” Brianna glanced at Samantha as the girl leaned in to listen.

      The boy nodded. “I heard some of the teachers talking about it. They say someone tried to kill the Presid, but the murderer failed.”

      “Who did it?” Samantha's voice changed from sweet and pleasant to cold and sharp; it was a warrior’s voice.

      “I’m not sure, but I heard the assassin escaped.” The dryad glanced at Brianna, then to Samantha, his warm, yellow eyes filled with compassion. “I’m sure they’ll catch whoever is responsible.”

      “They better or I’ll—”

      Samantha stopped talking as a dryad woman entered the class and moved to the front of the room. She was the oldest dryad Brianna had ever seen; her long brown hair had given up the battle with age and was now gray. The woman walked with a severe limp, one leg shorter than the other. But even with her disability, the dryad moved with incredible grace, each step part of a well-choreographed dance.

      She stood in front of the class and stared at the sea of young faces, a look of command in her large blue eyes, something Brianna couldn’t understand. This dryad was short and had a deformed leg, yet she held herself with the confidence of a great warrior . . . strange.

      As her gaze passed across the room, all conversations ceased; even the giants stopped talking and showed this woman respect.

      “What’s her name?” Brianna whispered to Samantha.

      “That’s Cara Jasminum. She’s a famous dryad scholar.” Samantha smiled. “She knows everything about the War of the Races as well as the history of the Wastelands.” She leaned closer. “Everyone loves her, even the giants.”

      Brianna nodded.

      “I see we have some new faces here.” She glanced at Brianna, then across the room to Stannis and Rayel. “Welcome, I’m Cara Jasminum, but students usually call me Jasmin.” She turned to a giant girl at the front. “Jaeny, can you tell us where we left off yesterday?”

      The giant stood, her long blond hair hanging to the middle of her back. “We were discussing how the War of the Races started.”

      “That’s right, Jaeny, well done.” Jasmin smiled at her, the young girl beaming as she sat. “The War of the Races was fought between the Giants, Dryads, and Humans. It started because of distrust and a lack of communication. Some scholars have suggested that perhaps the Scavengers had something to do with it, but no one had ever found any evidence supporting the theory. This is the reason why the TreeRaces built Harmony, so that Dryads, Giants, and Humans could keep communicating with each other. Hopefully, this will keep the War of the Races from ever happening again.”

      “But what about the scavengers?” It was Stannis. The boy stood, his rat-like tail swaying back and forth.

      “And you are?”

      “Oh . . . I’m Stannis Cunningham, but people tend to call me Ham.”

      “I see.” Jasmin nodded. “So, what is your question, Stannis?”

      “Well . . . I see Giants, Dryads, and Humans, but no Scavengers in Harmony. Why aren’t they included? Real peace can only be achieved if all parties are talking instead of fighting.” Stannis sat.

      Some of the other humans muttered to each other, some lobbing quiet insults at the hulking boy, but Stannis ignored the comments and focused his attention on Jasmin.

      “You are certainly correct, Stannis. It would be better if the Scavengers would send us their students.” Jasmin crossed to his side of the room, her limp creating a syncopated pattern of footsteps. “You see, all three races have different rules in their societies, but there is one law that we all obey; The Law of Technology.” She glanced around the room, then pointed to a giant. “Karll, can you tell me what this law says?”

      The giant stood with shoulders back, chin held high, trying to look strong and confident, the green Emerald stone hanging from a leather cord swaying back and forth; it was his clan’s stone—the Emerald GiantClan.

      Brianna reached up and touched the TreeAgate stone hanging from her neck; it reassuring between her fingers, like a piece of home.

      “The law states that only basic technology, like grinding wheels or furnaces or kilns, can be used in the free lands of our world, Phoenix,” the Emerald giant said. “No machine can operate by itself, but the filthy scavengers don’t understand this. They attach devices to their body and who knows what else they tinker with in the ruins of the Ancients’ cities. They cannot leave the WasteLands and enter the lands of the ThreeRaces unless they leave their technology behind. The Thinking Machines caused the GreatFire and the LongNight, and none of us will allow technology to spread across the world and harm Phoenix again.”

      “Well spoken, Karll.”

      The giant smiled and stood a little taller, then sat.

      Jasmin turned back to Stannis. “You see, Stannis, the Scavengers are welcome here at Harmony, but not with the tech they embed into their bodies . . . it is forbidden. If we were to . . .”

      A dryad boy handed a note to Samantha. She unfolded it, then cringed and folded it up again, giving it to Brianna.

      “I think this is for you,” the girl said with sad eyes. “Sorry.”

      Brianna took the note and unfolded it. On the scrap of paper, a crudely drawn picture showed her standing next to a human with a long strand of hair hanging down his back. The human in the picture towered over the giant, the girl in the drawing weeping oversized tears.

      Unconsciously, Brianna clenched her teeth as she closed her hand into a fast, crumbling the paper into a small ball, then dropping it onto her desk. A scowl formed across her reddening face as she scanned the room. Two giants in the second row glanced at her and snickered, one with long red hair, the other jet black.

      “Terrin, Jaylen, stand up.”

      The two giants turned to the teacher and found the dryad staring straight at them.

      Jasmin glanced at Brianna and the note, then brought her blue eyes back to the two giant boys. She limped to the giants and pushing their desks aside as if they weighed nothing. Taking another step closer, Jasmin stood toe-to-toe with the giants, their heights dwarfing her, yet she showed no fear.

      Maybe she is a warrior after all . . . impressive.

      “What’s so funny,” she demanded.

      The giants glanced at each other, neither knowing what to say, but they were clearly intimidated by the small dryad before them.

      Just then, a bell rang outside.

      “What’s that?” Brianna whispered to Samantha.

      “Class is over.” She stood and gathered her things. “Come on, I’ll show you to your next class. It’s probably best to get away from those two; they’re trouble.”

      “Trouble is something I’m used to; I can handle those two fools.”

      “Shhh . . . they have friends, and they’re all bad. You best stay away from them.”

      “You mean, they best stay away from me.”

      Samantha shook her head and led her out of the room.

      As she left, the dark-haired giant glanced at her and scowled, an angry expression on his face. Brianna smiled at him, then followed Samantha to the rest of her classes.
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      Tree of Life bonding speech by Hamadryad the First

      Year 1 PostLongNight

      

      We are the healers of the land. As Dryads, it is our solemn duty to keep Phoenix in balance, so that others do not take more than the land can give. In our treetop villages, we use what Phoenix has offered us to make medicines and grow the food needed by the other races. As we expand our forests, through careful planting, we add life to Phoenix, slowly recovering what was lost during the GreatFire. All Dryads dream of the day when we will cover the land with green life, making a paradise for all, but only if everyone respects the land. The way of the Dryads is healing, but we cannot heal what is inside the hearts of the other races. There is only so much we can do, but we will never stop trying, for a Dryad always has hope.
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        Year 374, PLN

      

      

      Brianna felt groggy as she walked toward the dining hall. The classes on mathematics and writing had been stunningly dull and seemed to go on forever. Fortunately, Brianna’s math and writing skills, drilled into her in StoneHold, were better than those of the other students. She never felt the rap of the math and writing teacher’s CorrectionStick on the back of her head.

      The highlight of the day had been combat training. The instructors had drilled the young giants with their warhammers, using various techniques on combat dummies dressed to resemble scavengers. It seemed rather silly to Brianna, attacking dummies, but she did enjoy knocking one of the dummies off its post with the heavy, adult hammer her father had given her before leaving home.

      When Brianna opened the doors to the dining hall, the thick aroma of cooked beef, pungent vegetables, and fresh-baked bread embraced her in an aromatic hug, making her mouth water. The delicious smells reminded her of the last Parting celebration; the communal meal in StoneHold commemorated the parting of the clouds and the end of the LongNight. That had been a good night, probably the last one for a long time.

      Brianna stood against the wall, far from the other students. She had no desire to trade in meaningless small talk. When giants spoke, it was about serious topics, things that affected many in their clan. Chittering away about what someone looked like, or what someone said in a class . . . that’s all just noise, stuff for children; Brianna wanted no part in it.

      All across the room, kids of all ages and all races sat, devouring their meals. Brianna saw some as young as eight years old, while others were nearing adulthood. They tended to sit by age, as those were their classmates, but giants only sat with giants, humans with humans and dryads with dryads; so much for being one big family as the FirstMaester had suggested earlier that day.

      The dryads sat near the food service area. Many of the younger dryads helped to serve the meal while the adult dryads cooked the food behind a long counter. Back in StoneHold, Brianna had learned that dryads are all about service. They worked on any task, no matter how important or significant, as long as it was for the good of the forest. It always seemed to Brianna quite pathetic, to let others just order you around without having a say.

      In the kitchen area, spits of meat sizzled over open fires as vegetables encased in wire cages roasted in the coals. A large brick oven sat off to the side in the kitchen where more dryads pulled out golden brown loaves of steaming bread. All of the dryads in the kitchen appeared very serious as if this meal was the most crucial task in their lives. Brianna had heard the slender people took great pride in the meals they prepared, but now she could see for herself it was true. Perhaps their skill was not in battle; instead, it was crafting with the bounty provided them by Phoenix. Dryad medicines were legendary at curing many diseases and injuries, and Brianna could see they used these skills in the culinary arts as well. Perhaps they were worthy of some respect after all.

      The tall tree-dwellers were all so thin, almost scrawny as if they didn’t eat more than one meal a day, but by the way they moved, she could tell they were strong and graceful. Both boys and girls served the food, the two genders almost identical, their eyes being the only distinctive feature. They each wore the same forest-green pants and shirt, a green vest with many pockets atop the similarly-colored shirt. It would likely be impossible to identify a specific dryad, except for the newcomer. Rayel sat off to the side, her multicolored dreadlocks, dark brown pants, green-striped shirt, and black and white speckled vest making her stand out in the sea of brown hair and green clothing.

      Against the opposite wall sat the human boys and girls, their loud, raucous voices and laughter bouncing off the dark wood planks of the walls and floors. Some threw food at each other as if this was some kind of party.

      Leave it to humans to treat this whole experience as a joke. They can’t take anything seriously.

      One of the boys sat alone, far from the other humans. It was the big one who arrived at Harmony just after her. Brianna saw him glance at the other kids, clearly wanting to be included in their wild laughter, but the other boys and girls made it clear with their angry glances and turned backs that he was not welcome.

      What was his name . . . Stannis? Brianna thought. I’d think those idiots would appreciate that kid for his size. Likely, he could lift three of them with one arm; he’s probably an incredible fighter. Those foolish humans don’t know when they should be showing respect.

      One of the boys walked past Stannis and rubbed the blond stubble atop his head. Instead of standing and pushing him away, Stannis just sat motionless, allowing two others to do the same.

      Why doesn’t he stand up for himself? He could knock those three boys flat on the ground. If he hit them hard enough, they’d never bother him again.

      Next, a girl stood and rubbed his scalp roughly, pushing the boy’s head to the side. Brianna laughed. She had to admit; his hair did look ridiculous. A giant who couldn’t grow a full beard was looked upon as a child, same with long hair for giant girls. When giants reached adulthood, a parent would proudly braid the boy’s beard or girl’s hair, weaving in their clan’s stone.

      She glanced at the huge boy again and smiled; his hair was so short his pale scalp showed through; it looked ridiculous. Even the long rat’s tail hanging off the back of his head seemed as if it was asking for abuse. What was wrong with that boy, didn’t he care he was inviting this treatment?

      The boy turned toward her, making eye contact, and smiled, giving her a subtle nod. Brianna scowled and turned away.

      “Something about that boy bothers me,” Brianna whispered to herself. “He’d be better off trying to be alone than attempting to fit in. When they think you want to be accepted, they can try and hurt you. Solitude has its advantages.”

      The giants sat at the center of the dining hall on larger benches, their tables taller than all the rest. The ones who were Brianna’s age and older each had their warhammers strapped to their backs, the thick, wooden handles sticking up over their bushy heads like tall reeds in a boisterous swamp. They spoke in loud, booming voices as they devoured heaping plates of food. Those with newly grown beards managed to get pieces of meat and vegetables caught in the wayward strands, gravy dripping from many. The older girls allowed their long hair to drape over their shoulders, proud of their locks. Those who didn’t pay attention ended up with a decoration of gravy or pudding at the end of their hair. Brianna was sure most of them did it on purpose, just to show they needed it in a braid. But braids only came when the giant deserved it.

      Brianna gave them a sneer and chose a table far from the other students, near the door, making escape easy if necessary. She flung her long reddish-black hair over her shoulder, the locks a dark, crimson river flowing down her back.

      A short dryad boy came with a tray of food and placed it before her. “I know you’re new because I don’t recognize you.”

      The dryad gave her a welcoming smile.

      She scowled.

      “You can sit with the other giants if you want.”

      “Is there a problem with sitting here?”

      “Well, no, I mean, the other giants are right over there, and—”

      “I’ll sit here.” She scowled again, then looked away.

      The dryad boy took a step back, confused, then shook his head and moved away. Brianna watched him retreat to the kitchen, then glanced down at her food. She picked up a piece of bread and stuffed it into her mouth. Just then, someone sat next to her, placing their tray of food next to hers.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” She glanced over her shoulder at the invader.

      “I saw you were sitting alone, and I thought I’d give you some company.” It was the big human boy, a huge smile on his face. “My grandpa likes to say, ‘Food always tastes better when it’s eaten in the company of friends.’ So here I am.”

      “Let me be clear . . . I don’t have any friends, and I don’t need any.” Brianna sighed. Why can’t he just leave me alone?

      “That’s silly; everyone needs friends.”

      “Not this giant. I’ve learned to take care of myself and not rely on others. I’m better off alone.” She glared at the boy, his idiotic smile aggravating.

      “That’s silly.” The boy laughed, then extended a hand. “I’m Stannis Cunningham. The other kids call me Ham; they think it somehow hurts my feelings, you know, because of my size, but words only hurt when you allow them to.”

      Brianna stared down at the hand, then focused on her food, skewering a chunk of meat with a fork and gobbling it down.

      Stannis held his hand there for another few seconds, then sighed and picked up a spoon. Scooping up some vegetables, he shoveled them into his mouth. “My classmates back home used to think I was just a big stupid kid, with only muscles in my arms and nothing between my ears; I’m sure it’ll be the same here because they’ve already . . .”

      He continued babbling on, but Brianna stopped listening. She stared down at his hand; it was as large as hers. Up close, Brianna realized she was right; this human was bigger than her—outrageous!

      Her jaw clenched as frustration consumed her entire being.

      All her life, other kids teased and tormented her for being smaller than every giant her age. In fact, some of the younger kids back home at StoneHold were now taller than her; it was humiliating. The only way she’d found to shut them up was by refusing to back down and to push back when picked on. Now, sitting next to this enormous human, it was so much worse. The only thing she looked forward to when coming to Harmony was finally being taller than other kids her age. After all, giants were always bigger and taller than every other race; that was the way it was supposed to be. But apparently not for Brianna. This boy, Stannis, took that from me. It couldn’t get any worse.

      With her fork, she speared another clump of meat and shoved it in her mouth. The delicious taste spread a rainbow of flavors across her tongue, brightening her mood ever so slightly, distracting her from the prattling boy. From the corner of her eye, she glanced at Stannis as she took another bite of meat and vegetables; the idiot was still yammering on.

      Why is he trying so hard? she thought. This foolish human must realize I don’t want his friendship. His size is ruining the only thing I like about this place; me being bigger than other races. Maybe the humans were right; he’s just a big, dumb boy.

      Stannis laughed at something and slammed his hand on the table. It shook her plate and caused her mug of water to tip over. Before Brianna could reach out and grab it, another hand snatched it off the table. She looked up and found the two giants from history class standing directly in front of her.

      “Look what we have here, Terrin, a tiny giant and a giant human.” The dark-haired giant Brianna’s age stood glaring down at her from the opposite side of the table, his long black hair shining with a greasy sheen. Next to him stood his red-headed companion.

      “They make a cute couple.” Terrin, the one with long red hair, laughed, his locks swaying back and forth. He glanced at his companion. “Yeah, this is messed up, Jaylen. At least this puny giant finally found someone her size. It figures it would be a human.”

      “I don’t know about that.” Jaylen lifted the mug of water high over the table, his dark eyes glaring down at Brianna. “He looks a little bigger. MineShaker isn’t even taller than a stupid human her age.”

      Brianna glared at the two bullies, rage filling every inch of her body. She gripped her fork as if it were the handle of her warhammer and squeezed, her knuckles turning white.

      Terrin laughed. “She looks a little upset.”

      “Maybe she’s getting hot under all that leather armor.” Jaylen’s smile evaporated, replaced by an angry scowl. “I think you should cool her down.”

      With a mischievous grin, Terrin raised the mug higher, then poured the water onto Brianna’s head.

      Her anger turned to fury as the two giants laughed, motioning to other giants to join the heckling. Brianna clenched the fork tighter, then started to raise it, but Stannis put his hand on her wrist, keeping the pronged weapon on the table.

      “This is meaningless.” Stannis’ voice was barely a whisper. “A childish prank is not worthy of violence. Strength and courage can be demonstrated in many ways. You must decide when it’s time to push back and when it’s best just to walk away.”

      Brianna gave Stannis a venomous glare. “Let go of my wrist, or I’ll be pushing back against you too.”

      Stannis released his grip.

      “Are you telling secrets, boy.” Jaylen put his hand on Stannis’ head and rubbed it, much harder than necessary. “What’s wrong with you, boy, can’t you grow any hair. Have you been bald like a baby all your life?”

      “I prefer to keep my hair short.” Stannis stood and stepped back, the torchlight reflecting off a thick metal band wrapped around his waist. He adjusted his leather vest, then smiled at the dark-haired giant.

      Jaylen glared back, then picked up Stannis’ mug and poured more water on Brianna. “Some of the giants from StoneHold told us about you, MineShaker; I heard you liked to fight, but all I see is a coward.”

      An uneasy hush spread across the hall as more spectators gathered around.

      Brianna looked up at the giant, then slowly stood, the fork still in her hand. She knew what was happening here; they were goading her into fighting. This had happened a hundred times back at StoneHold. She sighed. It seemed it would be no different here at Harmony.

      Fine, they want a fight . . . they’ll get a fight.

      Brianna raised her left fist, hiding the fork behind her back.

      “I am Brianna MineShaker of the TreeAgate clan,” she whispered to herself through clenched teeth, “and I can take care of these fools on my own.” Her words were a litany she spoke before every battle. Slowly, Brianna raised her fist, the fork still hidden. But before she could strike, a booming voice filled the room.

      “What’s going on here?”

      Everyone turned and found the FirstMaester standing in the doorway, his thick arms crossed over a rotund chest.

      “I am the FirstMaester of Harmony, and I won’t tolerate fighting in my school.” He pushed through the crowd, his large belly knocking giants, humans, and dryads aside. “What’s happening?” He put his fist on his hips and glared at Brianna.

      “I think MineShaker, here, was about to pick a fight.” Jaylen cast her a grin.

      “That’s not what happened.” Stannis stepped forward. “Those two were—”

      Brianna put a hand on the boy’s arm and spoke quietly, her voice like a hissing snake. “I told you, I don’t need your friendship, and I don’t want your help.” She stared into the FirstMaester’s face, his long, blond beard with its bands of gray hung down to abroad, leather belt. The beard twisted this way and that into a complicated weave, his clan’s stone, RedJasper, attached to the end with a thin, silver wire.

      Brianna reached up to the TreeAgate stone hanging around her neck and wrapped her fingers around it. The green and white stone was her most prized position, second only to her warhammer.

      “Is this the case? Are you starting a fight already?” FirstMaester WarGaze’s thick, gray eyebrows angled downward as he scowled at the girl.

      Brianna shrugged. “I wasn’t starting it; these two idiots were. But I was about to finish it.” She set the fork on the table, then glanced up at the enormous giant. “I won’t back down to anyone, even when outnumbered. If anyone pushes me, I’m gonna push back.”

      “You need to be a little more respectful, girl.”

      “My name’s not girl. It’s Brianna MineShaker of the TreeAgate clan.” She stood proud.

      The FirstMaester shook his head, then turned to the crowd. “The show’s over. All of you get to the dormitories. Dinner is over, and it’s time for bed.”

      “But I haven’t finished eating yet,” Brianna complained.

      The FirstMaester reached down and grabbed her plate, then slid it down the long table until it reached the end and tumbled to the floor. “You’re done now.” Turning to the door, he reached over his shoulder and grabbed the handle of his warhammer. Pulling it over his shoulder, he slammed the massive metal head onto the ground. The entire dining hall shook as if struck by lightning, the floor and tables vibrating, knocking over cups and bowls. Many of the dryads covered their sensitive ears. “Everyone, OUT!”

      The students turned from their meals and headed to the doors, many glaring at Brianna as they passed. After stepped out of the hall, the giants headed to the left, toward their dorms, while the humans and dryads went to the right. Brianna waited to be the last. Near the door, Stannis stood waiting for her as well as the dryad girl with the colorful hair, her staff in her hands.

      FirstMaester WarGaze took a step toward her. “Brianna MineShaker, you need to think about the kind of giant you want to become while you’re here at Harmony.” The FirstMaester reached out to put a hand on her shoulder, but she stepped away, out of reach. He sighed. “I can help if you’ll let me. In fact, there are many people here who want to help.” WarGaze glanced at Stannis and Rayel, his metal eye sparkling in the light of the rising moon. “You can’t do everything alone . . . no one can. You understand?”

      “I am who I am, and I’m not about to change for those moronic giants . . . nor for you.” She lifted her warhammer off the ground and flung it over her shoulder, the weapon landing in the leather pouch on her back, then stormed out of the dining hall, her whole body tensed with rage. She glared at the FirstMaester and Stannis as she stepped into the cool night air, a look of furious contempt on her face. After she’d gone maybe twenty paces, she started to run. Brianna wasn’t sure if she was running toward something or away, but she knew she had to get away from the other giants and that stupid boy Stannis or she was going to break some bones, and they wouldn’t be hers.
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      Brianna ran through the cold night, anger filling her legs with strength. In a minute, she’d put the cluster of buildings that made up Harmony to her back, the empty valley before her beckoning her into its lonely, solitary embrace.

      She continued her rage-filled sprint for another minute or two, then finally slowed to a walk, then stopped to catch her breath. With each gulp of air, her anger slowly evaporated, leaving Brianna feeling cold and empty, though the chill wasn’t from the night air.

      “How did I get here?” she asked the night sky. “All I’ve ever done is stand up for myself when the other kids picked on me. All they want to do was belittle me so that they could feel good about themselves. They never bothered to get to know or understand me, but they understood my fists.” She continued walking through the valley. “All I ever wanted was to be me and make my parents proud. I had hoped things would be different here at Harmony, but that all seems impossible now.”

      Brianna sighed as she walked, a heavy sadness filling the empty void within her soul. FirstMaester WarGaze’s words echoed in her head: I can help if you’ll let me in. Let him in? Let anyone past her gruff exterior and see the real Brianna; how was that possible? She’d tried that back home in StoneHold with a boy who lived nearby. But he’d been picked on for befriending her, and apparently couldn’t take it. He joined in on the abuse and teased her for her size, just like the other kids.

      “Letting someone in,” she whispered to the embracing darkness, “I just don’t know how to do that anymore.” Brianna sighed. “Though I wish I did.”

      Suddenly, she tripped, her boot catching on a piece of stone. Before her sat a flat section of land devoid of grass, a large stone circle set into the ground. Around it stood the three towers she’d seen when they entered the valley: one made of wood, another made of glass, and the last constructed out of stone. Atop each tower, a torch burned, casting a soft yellow glow upon the clearing.

      “I wonder what this place is?” Brianna knelt at the center of the circle and wiped away dirt and leaves, revealing deep letters carved into the stone. As she brushed away more debris, a word started to emerge, the letters barely visible. It said PHOENIX, with arrows pointing to each tower. Instantly she recognized this place from her classes at StoneHold: This was where the War of the Races finally ended. “This is incredible. I never thought I’d see—”

      “What are you doing, MineShaker? Praying no one will find you out here?”

      A giant stepped out of the darkness, long red hair draped over one shoulder; it was the giant from the dining hall.

      “I bet you never thought you’d see me so soon.” Terrin gave her a malicious smile.

      “Any time would have been too soon.” Brianna stood and faced the bully.

      Just then, Terrin’s companion stepped out of the shadows, his greasy black hair reflecting the light from the three torches. In his hands, he held his warhammer; it was an adolescent’s hammer by the look of it, the head of the weapon made to be lighter and easier to manage. Terrin glanced at Jaylen, then grabbed the handle sticking up above his shoulder and yanked his warhammer out of its pouch.

      “You’re an embarrassment to all giants, Brianna MineShaker.” Jaylen took a step closer. “You need to learn your place and keep your mouth shut.”

      A wave of fear slowly crept up her spine. Brianna had seen these two in combat training and knew they were strong, but they didn’t know what she could do; she had to be careful.

      Brianna laughed, trying to push her fear aside; it didn’t work. “What . . . you two are gonna put me in my place?” She reached up to the handle of her adult warhammer and heirloom of their family, then changed her mind. Instead, she pushed her reddish-black hair over her shoulders and tucked the strands into the back of her shirt, out of the way. With a smile, Brianna lowered her hands and folded her arms across her chest instead. To leave her weapon in its pouch on her back was a great insult to the attacking giants. “By hammer and stone, better giants than you have tried to put me in my place . . . they all ended up in the infirmary. Today will be no different.” She stood up tall, staring at the two giants, a defiant expression on her face. “I am Brianna MineShaker of the TreeAgate clan, and I can take care of you two idiots on my own . . . alone.”

      Something moved off to her right, but Brianna ignored it, keeping her attention on the two giants.

      Terrin glanced at Jaylen and gave him a nod, then both giants charged, swinging their warhammers. Brianna laughed, then rolled across the ground as the two hammers collided with each other.

      These fools have no idea how to fight together, she thought. I must fight them like a giant, like the way of my Fathers, standing tall.

      Standing, Brianna moved to the side, putting the larger of the two, Terrin, in front of his companion. It effectively took Jaylen out of the fight, for now. Pulling her hammer out of its pouch, she jabbed at Terrin with the handle. The IronWood shaft slid between pieces of leather armor, finding the soft flesh underneath. The redhead grunted, clutching his side. Brianna flipped the warhammer around, then swung the heavy end at the boy’s shoulder. The weight of the weapon almost threw her off balance, but with a step, her hammer connected. Terrin’s leather armor cracked under the blow, knocking him off his feet. He dropped his hammer and clutched at his shoulder as he fell, moaning in pain.

      She turned and faced the wounded boy’s companion.

      “What did you do to him?” Jaylen shouted.

      Brianna stood and passed her hammer from hand to hand, ready for the next attacker. “You and your friend are pathetic; you have no idea how to use your warhammers.”

      “At least we fight like giants, and not like a puny coward. Stand your ground.” Jaylen flung his dark hair over his shoulder and charged, swinging his weapon. Gritting her teeth, Brianna stood tall and swung her warhammer like they’d taught her in school, standing face to face with her enemy. But its weight was more than Brianna could handle. All she accomplished was a glancing blow to her opponent’s shoulder while Jaylen’s hammer struck Brianna square in the chest, knocking the wind out of her. Falling to her knees, she gasped for breath as Jaylen moved closer.

      Jaylen lifted his hammer high over his head. “We all know about you; your reputation from StoneHold came with you. Picking fights here at Harmony won’t help you grow taller. You’re a puny giant, get used to it, and learn your place. If I were you—”

      “I’m tired of your constant babbling.” Brianna’s voice was like an animal’s growl, vicious and filled with wild fury.

      Before he could respond, Brianna sprang to her feet, driving her shoulder into Jaylen’s chest. Jaylen teetered backward, losing his balance. He tried to swing his warhammer, but that just threw him further off balance. He fell back, landing with a thump, his head slamming against the ground, his eyes rolling back in his head for a moment. The boy’s warhammer tumbled from his hands. Before he could regain his senses, Brianna grabbed his warhammer and tossed it into the darkness. He was defeated.

      Maybe fighting like a giant is what I should have been doing all this time. Harmony taught me something sooner than I expected.

      Brianna stood over the bully, her warhammer in her hands.

      Jaylen’s senses finally returned. He scowled up at Brianna as he reached up and rubbed his sore head. “So now you’re gonna hit a defenseless giant? You truly have no honor.” Jaylen tried to stand, but Brianna put a boot on his chest, pushing him back down.

      “It’s funny, you would have struck me while I was down, claiming I deserved it, but if I hit you again, then I’m without honor . . . right?”

      Jaylen said nothing.

      “Funny how honor depends on who’s the one standing and who’s on the ground, defeated.” She laughed.

      “Let him up,” a deep voice grumbled from the darkness.

      A giant, probably eighteen or nineteen years old, an inch of patchy brown hair growing from his jaw, stepped onto the stone circle.

      Brianna moved away from Jaylen and faced her new opponent, gripping her hammer tight.

      “I’m Craeg SeaStrider, and I knew you would fight without honor.” The giant took a step closer, then reached over his shoulder and pulled out his adult-sized warhammer, the metallic head dotted with pieces of YellowSeptarian stone, identifying his clan. “My friends and I followed those two to make sure your lesson was properly delivered.”

      “Your friends?” Brianna smiled. “You have some imaginary friends with you . . . how cute.”

      Just then, two more giants stepped into the torchlight, a boy maybe sixteen years old, a scraggly beard adorning his cheeks and jaws. Next to him stood a girl, likely the oldest of the three. Long blond hair spilled across her shoulders, a ribbon tied at the back in anticipation of a braid. They stood a head taller than Brianna, their bodies covered with muscles. These were adolescents nearing adulthood.

      Instantly, a chilled, clammy sensation spread across Brianna’s body as a cold sweat from fear covered her skin. These three giants were each bigger and stronger than the previous two. They weren’t bragging or casting insults at her. Instead, they were calm and quiet; this wasn’t going to be just a schoolyard fight; it was something much more dangerous.

      The slick sweat on Brianna’s palms made the IronWood handle of her warhammer slippery in her hands. She wiped one on her pants, then dried the other on a sleeve, an expression of determination on her face, covering the panic raging in her soul.

      Craeg smiled. “This is Dannel ShadowStalker and Dyanne BeastTamer. I want you to know their names, TreeAgate, so when you cry to the Maesters, you’ll get our names right.”

      Craeg’s words triggered a memory hiding deep in Brianna’s soul.

      
        
        The tunnels under StoneHold had been cold that night, not so long ago. She remembered it as if it were yesterday. Dael IronRunner had been her best friend and he stood by her side, facing three CaveDogs, all because of her.

        What had he said that night, just before . . . and then the words came back to her, ‘Don’t fight for nothing. Why you fight is just as important as winning. Fight because you must and not because you thirst for battle. Those who enjoy battle had forgotten the names of their Fathers.’ Dael’s words echoed in her head as Brianna faced the three giants, each just as deadly as those three monsters in that tunnel.

        

      

      You shouldn’t have been there, Dael, Brianna thought. I’m alone without you, and that’s the way I want it. I’m not fighting for nothing. I’m fighting for honor and for . . . Her thoughts faded as did the truth behind the words.

      “Why am I fighting these fools?” Brianna whispered.

      “What are you doing, Puny, begging your Fathers to forgive you for the beating you’re about to take?” Craeg smiled.

      Suddenly, Brianna knew why she was fighting; she refused to let the bullies walk all over her. She glared at Craeg, then turned to her biggest assailant.

      Dannel was the tallest of the three, his leather armor decorated with small stones of GreenAdventurine, their polished green surfaces sparkling in the moonlight. He pulled his long brown hair away from his face, exposing a jagged scar across his cheek. Likely he thought the scar would intimidate Brianna.

      The giant who concerned her was Dyanne. Red Calcite stones studded the sides of her hammer, their sharp, jagged surfaces sticking out from all sides of the weapon, cutting edges that could likely remove flesh from bone. Pulling her blond hair from her shoulders, Dyanne tucked the long strands under her leather armor, her dark eyes like deep pools of merciless tar.

      “Drop your weapon, and we’ll make your punishment a little lighter,” Craeg said. “But if you resist, then you’ll get what you deserve.”

      “A giant who fears the enemy in battle does not remember the names of their Fathers.” For the first time in her life, Brianna believed one of the stones in The Way, and belief gave her some strength.

      Brianna lowered her gaze to the ground as she grasped the green and white stone hanging around her neck. “I am Brianna MineShaker of the TreeAgate clan,” she whispered to herself, “and I can take care of these three on my own.”

      “What did you say, girl?” the tallest of the three asked.

      She shook her head. “If you three come at me, I cannot guarantee your safety as I did those other fools.” She pointed at the two giants on the ground, then held her warhammer at the ready, the TreeAgate stones embedded in its metallic head glowing from the torchlight as if they were aflame.

      “So be it.” Dyanne took a step toward Brianna while the other two moved to the left and right. “By hammer and stone, let battle be glorious.”

      “By hammer and stone,” the other two repeated.

      Brianna said nothing, just held her ground.

      “NOW!” Dyanne screamed, then the three giants charged, their warhammers streaking through the air, each aimed at Brianna’s head.
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      Ducking under Dyanne’s warhammer, Brianna turned and charged toward Dannel, getting too close for him to use his hammer effectively. Her heart pounded in her chest, her breathing grew short and raspy.

      These three giants were serious.

      Are they gonna kill me?

      The thought flashed through Brianna’s mind, but she instantly dismissed it; she’d already shifted into battle-mode.

      As before, Brianna moved to the side so that Dannel stood in front of the other two. Swinging her warhammer with all her might, she lunged, hoping to hit the big giant’s shoulder. The weight of her hammer pulled her off balance, causing her to stumble. Her attack missed.

      Dannel laughed. “Is that the best you got?”

      Brianna clenched her teeth. With lips pulled back, she hissed at the boy, her pulse racing. She swung again, but Dannel blocked her attack, then reached out with a kick, his boot glancing across her stomach.

      “That wasn’t very giantish of you,” Brianna growled.

      Dannel shrugged, then swung his hammer with all his might. Brianna ducked, then dashed forward, her warhammer clutched to her chest. In a blink of an eye, she was standing toe to toe with him. Before he could move, Brianna brought her warhammer up, connecting with the boy’s chin. His head snapped back for a moment. It wasn’t hard enough to do any damage, maybe that was a mistake, but Brianna knew, at this moment, speed was life. So instead of using all her strength to injure the brown-haired giant, Brianna just gave him a sore jaw, then rolled across the ground, barely avoiding Dyanne’s RedCalcite-encrusted hammer.

      Before Brianna could stand, Craeg closed in on her, swinging his hammer at her legs. Brianna knew if he hit her, the massive weapon would likely break both her legs. With fear blasting through every nerve, Brianna pulled her legs up to her chest. The hammer smashed the ground, narrowly, just missing her knee, but clipping the back of her heel. Pain exploded up her leg.

      Brianna pivoted on a knee and reached out with her hammer, hoping to hit her assailant’s legs, but she missed. The giant leaped backward, out of range. Gripping her hammer firmly, she stood, ready for all three of them to attack simultaneously. Likely she wouldn’t survive, but she would face her end like a giant; maybe her father would finally be proud of her.

      Suddenly, a high-pitched scream filled the air.

      The dryad with the colorful hair, Rayel Juniperus, charged out of the darkness, her IronWood staff held firmly in her slender hands, ready for battle. At her side ran the tall human, Stannis, the boy’s shoulder bag bouncing about, making a metallic clinking sound.

      “It seems three of you are attacking Brianna here.” Stannis stepped closer to the giants. “I’m sure we can figure out a way to solve our problems without violence.”

      “Shut up and get out of here.” Brianna glared at the boy.

      Dyanne smiled. “You’re the human coward, right?”

      “I think you’re confusing a desire for peace with cowardice.” Stannis held his hands out, showing he was unarmed. “This battle isn’t necessary.”

      “This is giant-business, coward.” Dannel stepped toward the boy as he rubbed his jaw. “Get in the fight or get out of the way. This is your last warning.”

      Stannis smiled and took another step forward, arms still outstretched. “None of this violence is necessary.” He glanced down at the two younger giants on the ground, clutching their injuries. “I’m sure Brianna is sorry for whatever happened to those two and will apologize.”

      “I told you to shut up, human.” Rage blossomed within Brianna. “Giants don’t apologize for battle, they just fight.”

      “Well . . . that seems a little silly.” Stannis took another step closer to the three giants. “I’m sure if we can just sit down and talk about this, we can—”

      “SHUT UP!” Brianna stepped toward Stannis and stared up at him. As she neared the frustrating boy, Brianna stood up straight, straining for every inch of height.

      Maybe he’s taller than me when we’re sitting, but I’m taller when I’m standing. Brianna glared at the boy.

      Her three attackers laughed.

      Brianna’s posture slumped. I guess I’m wrong. “I hate you,” she hissed, tears forming in the corners of her eyes, but she refused to set them free. She faced the three giants. “Let’s finish this.”

      “Three on one doesn’t seem very fair.” The dryad moved to Brianna’s side. “I’m up for a good fight.”

      “So be it.” Dannel charged, the jagged scar on his cheek stretched tight as he screamed his battle cry.

      Before Stannis could move, Rayel leaped forward, her IronWood streaking through the air like a bolt of wooden lightning. It struck Dannel in the shoulder, knocking him off balance. She spun gracefully on one foot, twirling the staff over her head, then struck at the giant again, smacking him across the side of his head. The giant skidded to a stop and shook his head, then turned and faced the girl.

      Brianna could see deadly rage in the boy’s eyes; the dryad was now in trouble. She rushed forward but heard the scrape of boots from behind. Turning, she swung her hammer in a wide circle, connecting with the stout handle of Dyanne’s weapon. The Giant grabbed Brianna’s hammer and tried with all her strength to yank it out of her hands. Just when she pulled, Brianna released her grip on her hammer, something a giant never does. Dyanne fell backward, two hammers in her hands, and no way to break her fall. She landed with a thud on the stone circle, her head banging hard against the ground. Brianna grabbed her warhammer, then yanked Dyanne’s from her hand and tossed it into the darkness.

      Just then, Craeg yelled his battle cry and charged at Brianna’s back. At the same time, Dannel charged at Rayel, his hammer aimed for her head, but the dryad was too fast. She ducked under the attack, the heavy weapon brushing her dreadlocks but narrowly missing her skull. The dryad sneered then hit the boy in the back of the legs with her staff. As the giant stumbled forward, a small furry creature streaked across the clearing and faced the giant, shooting a stream of saliva into the giant’s face. Instantly, Dannel dropped his hammer and clutched his face.

      “My eyes . . . they sting. I can’t see.” He fell to his knees, wiping at his eyes with a dirty shirt sleeve.

      Brianna heard all that commotion but couldn’t turn and look; she expected Craeg’s hammer to strike her in the head at any moment. But before the giant could finish his attack, a streak of silver shot across the clearing and wrapped around her attacker’s legs. Holding the other end was Stannis, his smile now turned to a scowl.

      “Let’s just stop and talk about this.”

      The giant ignored Stannis and raised his weapon high over his head, ready to swing it with all his strength, a killing blow. Brianna held her breath as her heart pounding violently in her chest. Every nerve felt electrified with terror as she faced her attacker, legs feeling like wobbly reeds. She wanted to do something, to run or try to block his attack, but Brianna knew she was too small and weak to do anything. Instead. She just stood there and accepted her fate.

      “NO!” Stannis shouted, then yanked on the silver cord, pulling Craeg’s feet out from under him. The boy fell face-first onto the ground, his nose gushing blood.

      “You don’t fight with honor,” Craeg shouted as he spat blood from his mouth.

      “Are you suggesting three of you ganging up on Brianna MineShaker was more honorable?” Stannis reeled in the shining cord and wrapped it around his waist, forming a tight belt over the tops of his dusty gray pants and white shirt.

      “This was giant-business.” The giant pointed a bloody hand at Brianna. “Your human and dryad friends shouldn’t have interfered. A giant who would bring in the other races into battle doesn’t remember the names of their Fathers.”

      Brianna laughed as she approached the prone boy, her warhammer in her hands. “What? Is that a new Stone in The Way?” She laughed again.

      “What are you gonna do?” Rayel asked.

      “If I were lying there, defenseless, these giants would have probably broken my arm or leg . . . or maybe both.” Brianna glared down at the helpless giant. “What do you think I should do . . . just walk away so you can attack me again?”

      Craeg glared up at her, hatred filling his blue eyes. He reached to his chest and wrapped his fingers around the YellowSeptarian amulet and gritted his teeth, waiting for the next blow.

      Brianna raised her warhammer.

      “You can’t!” Stannis moved between Craeg and Brianna, his arms held out wide, blocking her from the helpless giant.

      Brianna glared at the human, her hatred of the boy growing. She was about to shout at him when a furry little animal moved next to Stannis’ feet and barked at Brianna, a growl coming from the tiny snout.

      “I agree, Brianna, you can’t do this.” The dryad moved next to Stannis, her IronWood staff held at her side, but ready. The spotted brown and white tree ferret jumped up onto Rayel’s shoulder, the long, fuzzy tail wrapped around her arm.

      With a laugh, Brianna lowered her hammer. “I wasn’t gonna do anything. I just wanted to scare him.” She leaned to the side and glared at the giant. “You deserved it.”

      Craeg breathed a sigh of relief.

      “What’s happening here?” A loud voice boomed across the clearing.

      Brianna instantly recognized the voice—it was FirstMaester WarGaze.

      The giant stormed out of the darkness and stepped onto the stone circle. His entire body was tense as he scanned the darkness for enemies, but when his eyes fell upon Brianna and her warhammer, his expression went from confusion to disappointment; it was a look Brianna had seen many times.

      WarGaze moved to the Terrin FireRunner and helped him to his feet, the boy still clutching his shoulder and grimacing in pain. He then grabbed the back of Jaylen’s tunic and yanked him to his feet, the young giant still a little dizzy.

      “Help the others,” WarGaze said to the two giants, then turned to Brianna. “Another fight? You don’t listen very well, do you?”

      Stannis stepped forward. “FirstMaester, they attacked her. She was just defending—”

      Brianna put a hand on the boy’s shoulder and pulled him back. “I don’t need your help . . . I don’t need anyone’s help. FirstMaester WarGaze doesn’t care, Stannis.”

      “That’s right. I don’t care.” The FirstMaester put his fists on his wide hips and glared at the three kids. “I said no fighting and I meant no fighting . . . and that goes for humans and dryads too.”

      “What do you expect us to do. Five giants were attacking Brianna. Should we have just stood aside and watched it happen? This dryad won’t do that, no matter who’s being attacked.” Rayel brushed the tree ferret from her shoulder, the bushy-tailed animal disappearing into the night.

      “Yeah, me too.” Stannis adjusted his leather shoulder bag, metallic clinks coming from inside.

      “When I say no fighting, I mean no fighting. If there was a problem, you should have come to me. Instead, you just took matters into your own hands; that’s not how it works in Harmony.” The FirstMaester stepped up to the three kids until he was staring down at them, his huge belly almost touching Brianna’s chest. “You three can try and solve all the injustices you want, but actions always have consequences. Each of you will work in the fields for the next week or so. Let’s see how strong your convictions are after bending over and tending the vegetable gardens for the next ten days.” The FirstMaester turned to the five giant, groans of pain mixed with stares focused on Brianna. “And you five can join then in the fields as well. No fighting is a rule that applies to everyone.” He glared at all of the students. “Every one of you needs to realize something—the rules of Harmony are to be followed. If you hope to graduate from Harmony and return home, you better learn this lesson fast.”

      With frustration raging through her entire body, Brianna gripped the handle of her weapon with both hands and brought the heavy metal head down upon the stone circle, hard, the stone at her feet making a cracking sound.  It was the hardest she’d ever hit anything in her life.

      “That was great.” FirstMaester WarGaze stared straight at Brianna with his good eye. “Make it twenty days.”

      Rayel stepped toward the FirstMaester. “We didn’t do anything but—”

      Brianna reached out and grabbed the dryad’s arm, silencing her. She glanced at Rayel and shook her head.

      “MineShaker is wise. Sometimes silence is the best course of action.” FirstMaester WarGaze sighed, then moved to Dyanne and helped her to her feet. “Brianna, you and your friends are to head back to Harmony right now. If you get into any fights along the way, you’ll be expelled . . . permanently.” He turned and glared at the trio, stroking his long, grayish-blond beard. “You hear me?”

      Brianna wanted to shout at the world, scream her frustrations to the stars, but knew it would only make things worse. Instead, she gave the giant a subtle nod, then turned and headed for the school, Rayel and Stannis at her side.

      Stomping across the stone circle, she left the flickering torchlight behind, relieved when the darkness of night swallowed her up. Brianna had hoped things at Harmony would be different, but apparently not. A cold emptiness filled her from within. It was a tremendous, aching emptiness that reached its dark tendrils deep into her soul, threatening to swallow her entire being.

      Stannis said something, but Brianna didn’t hear, her mind lost in the darkness of her thoughts.

      “What?” Brianna asked.

      “I said you shouldn’t worry about us having to work in the fields.” The boy smiled. “Actually, I don’t mind it. That'll give me a chance to think about ways to make farming easier.”

      “You know, your constant positivity is a little annoying.” Brianna cast Rayel a glance.

      The dryad smiled. “I agree completely.”

      “Well, you’ll just have to get used to it,” Stannis said. “My grandpa, he used to be the Vice-Elder and assistant to the Presid, anyway, he always said, ‘A positive attitude can bring a little light to the most hopeless of situations.’ So, I always try to stay positive and look for the good in all things.”

      “Great.” Brianna rolled her eyes, then stared into the darkness, lost again in thought.

      How am I gonna survive this school? She thought. It was clear what was going to happen here; the faculty, the other giants, everyone was going to push on her, and push and push until she did something serious, causing her expulsion. And then she’d be exiled, never returning to StoneHold or any other giant village. This was her last stop before becoming a giant exiled from GiantSoceity—a Forgotten.

      “Perhaps that’s my destiny . . . to become a Forgotten,” Brianna whispered to herself. “Maybe I should just—”

      “Shhh, you hear that?” Rayel grabbed the back of Brianna’s tunic, yanking her to a stop, then did the same to Stannis. “I heard something off to the left.”

      “You think it could be that furry little creature that helped out in the fight?” Stannis’ voice was soft and nervous.

      “Are you talking about Bailey?” Rayel smiled. “You only hear Bailey when she wants to be heard.” The dryad crouched then motioned the others to do the same. “There’s someone over there, next to that storage shed.”

      Brianna looked in the direction Rayel pointed.

      “I don’t see anything.” Stannis squinted his eyes as if that would somehow help in the darkness.

      Brianna scowled at the boy. It didn’t matter what he did or said . . . she’d hate him forever.

      “Of course, you don’t see anything.” Rayel chuckled. “Dryads have better hearing and better vision than giants or humans.”

      “Can you see who’s out there?” Brianna asked. “Maybe it’s a guard on patrol.”

      Rayel stood. “No, I don’t think so. I can barely see them, and it looks as if there are multiple people over there. One of them is on the ground, another kneeling over them, with two more standing next to the shed, trying to stay out of sight.”

      “Should we go to investigate?” Stannis adjusted his leather pack, causing pieces of metal to clink together.

      “What’s in that stupid bag over your shoulder?” Brianna pointed to the brown pack. “You have chunks of steel in there?”

      “Nothing . . . there’s nothing in here, just a few tools.” Stannis stepped away from the giant and looked away.

      “Whatever, I don’t care.” The giant glanced at Rayel.

      Something made a loud thumping sound farther ahead, near the edge of the school grounds.

      “You hear that?” Stannis asked.

      “Of course, I did.” Rayel rolled her eyes.

      “We should go check and see what it was.” Stannis glanced at Brianna, a smile on his face.

      Now it was Brianna’s turn to roll her eyes. “We aren’t checking anything out. The FirstMaester told us to get back to the school, so that’s what we’re doing; no detours. I think we’re in enough trouble right now.”

      “Agreed,” Rayel said.

      Stannis sighed. “Okay.”

      Brianna and her unwelcome companions continued trudging through the darkness. Even though they’d won the battle, for some reason, it tasted like a defeat. A normal giant might have felt bad for the punishment Stannis and Rayel would have to endure for helping, but Brianna didn’t care. She didn’t ask for their help, nor did she need it; she could fight her own battles, alone, which is the way she preferred it.

      As they walked, the giant cast a curious glanced to the left, probing the darkness for the figures Rayel said were hidden there, but she saw nothing, just black on black. If there were people there, they weren’t her concern. Brianna had enough problems of her own, and those problems were probably going to get her exiled . . . or worse.
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      Scavenger Archives: Diary of General Zener

      Year 188 PLN

      

      I found something today that may change EVERYTHING. I led a search party into the most dangerous parts of NeyYok, where the ColdHeat is still the strongest. Three in our group died during the journey, but they were low-level scavengers, only brought along in case something heavy needed lifting.

      We found a building called Nano Tech, Inc. I have no idea what that meant, but when we entered, we found stairs leading to a series of underground chambers, each lined with metal. It’s likely the metal protected the interior of the rooms from the GreatFire.

      Inside, I found a wealth of technology, much of which still worked. We gathered what we could and would have taken more if those three fools hadn’t died. The labels on one cabinet said Nanites. I opened it and found a black, goopy material loaded into multiple syringes, with more vials and additional syringes stored in other cabinets. I figured the Nanites were meant to be injected into something, so I found a rat and shot some into the rodent. Nothing happened. One of the other scavengers, I think her name was Mosfet, caught a stray mutant cat, and I shot some into the beast. Instantly, the cat fell to the ground, writhing in pain. But then something incredible happened; its body changed shape, its fur darkening until it took on the shape of the rat, only much bigger. I’m guessing this must have been due to the rat blood still on the syringe; that can be the only explanation. The cat lived for about a minute, twisting and writhing in utter agony, then finally expired.

      This Nanite technology may be the most important find in the WasteLand since the tiny nuclear batteries that power all our devices. I have big plans for Nanites. It may take centuries to perfect, but with thousands of scavengers as test subjects, I’m confident we’ll figure it out . . . then we’ll have some real surprises for the other races.
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        Year 374, PLN

      

      

      “Hold the giant down.” Klystron kicked the prone figure in the ribs, causing the giant to grunt in pain.

      The gag tied across his mouth kept their victim from calling out.

      Their captive giant pulled up his bound legs, then kicked them at one of his attackers, knocking the fool off his feet. The scavenger grunted when he hit the ground.

      “Be quiet, you fools,” Klystron whispered, the giant’s deep, gravelly voice almost inaudible.

      “Sorry, Klystron,” the fallen scavenger said.

      Klystron pulled a small device from a hidden pocket and flipped the switch. Instantly, sparks danced around the sharp, metal barbs sticking out from the end. He jabbed it into the offending scavenger’s neck, the polished stones at the end of the Klystron’s braided beard clinking together. The scavenger muffled a cry of pain as tiny sparks, like electric spiders, crawled across her throat.

      “Next time, be careful. Don’t let a prisoner who’s tied up knock you to the ground.” He turned off the StaticShocker and tucked it away. “If it happens again, I set it to full power and watch the electricity fry all your tech.” He glared down at the scavenger, his thick beard brushing against Tessla’s face. “You understand me?”

      Tessla wiped the sweat from her face with a dirty sleeve and nodded. “But, it would be easier if we just used your giant name.”

      Klystron pulled out the StaticShocker and jabbed it into Tessla’s arm. The scavenger muffled another painful cry, then stepped back, shaking her arm.

      “How many times have I told you this; I don’t want you using my giant name.” Klystron pointed the StaticShocker at the other scavengers. “If one of the adults at Harmony overhears, it could jeopardize everything. For the safety of the plan, you should only use my scavenger name. If I have to tell any of you again, I’ll—”

      “Shh . . . someone’s coming.”

      The scavengers and replicant-giant all crouched and stared into the darkness.

      “Peltier, use your enhanced eye.” Klystron reached to his thick leather belt and drew a knife. He knew he shouldn’t have it; giants never carry knives. But blades were the weapon of choice with scavengers. “What do you see?”

      “There’s three kids. One is a giant; she looks like the small girl who arrived recently. Walking next to her is a human, and I think a dryad.”

      “Are they coming this way?”

      Peltier stared into the darkness, adjusting his metallic eye. “They’re looking this way.” He glanced at Klystron. “Dryads have extremely sensitive eyesight. They might have seen us.”

      “Everyone keep still. If those three come this way, we’ll kill ‘em.” The giant-replicant gripped his knife firmly, ready to leap into action. Reaching to the ground, he picked up a rock and threw it toward the school. It bounced on the ground, then struck the side of a building. The sound seemed to draw the three kids away . . . good.

      Pulling a small telescope from his pocket, Klystron pointed it at the three kids, watching them recede into the night. But as they walked, the giant kept looking in their direction. Could she see them? If so, that would be a problem. Just to be sure, he’ll get rid of them, one way or another.

      “They’re gone.” Klystron put away the telescope. “Let’s get this finished.”

      Picking up his warhammer, Klystron set it on their captive’s chest, then knelt, resting a knee on the giant’s shoulder, the prisoner grimacing in pain.

      “I imagine you’re surprised to see it’s me orchestrating your death.” He chuckled. “You giants have kept us out of these lands for too long.” Klystron leaned closer. “We’re tired of living in the WasteLands with the ColdHeat slowly devouring our bodies.” He slapped the giant across the face. “It’s the scavengers’ turn to live off the fat of the land. I only wish you’d be there to see it happen, Roland.”

      The giant tried to say something, but the gag made it impossible.

      “What’s that? Are you begging for mercy?” Klystron glanced at the other scavengers and smiled, then turned back to his prisoner. “You giants think you’re all so mighty, but you’re just a bunch of idiots with no imagination. You have no idea what we’re about to do to you.”

      Drawing a knife from a hidden sheath, Klystron brought the blade close to the giant’s face, the captive’s eyes growing wide with fear. He grabbed the end of his braided beard and yanked it forward, lifting the prisoner’s head off the ground. With a quick flick of the knife, Klystron cut the end off, freeing the smooth pieces of Blue-Green Onyx for the strands of dark brown hair.

      “I don’t think you’ll be needing these, will you?” Klystron smiled, dangling the clump of hair and blue-green stones in front of his victim’s face. Tossing the stones to one of the other scavengers, Klystron turned to his companions. “Do we have enough of this giant’s blood?”

      Tessla held out a small vial filled with a couple of drops of blood. “I took this right after we captured him.”

      Klystron nodded. “Good work.” Standing, he gave the prone giant another kick in the ribs, then turned to his companions. “Take this fool away. Dispose of him and make sure no one will ever find him. We no longer need him . . . alive.”

      Two scavengers each grabbed an arm and dragged the giant toward a copse of trees. The prisoner struggled against his bonds, but the scavengers had mastered the art of capturing and subduing giants. Roland TreeSplitter was doomed.

      When the giant was gone, Klystron took the vial of blood, then poured it into another container, this one holding a thick, black liquid. He swished the jar around, mixing the two, then handed it back to Tessla.

      “Where’s our replicant?” Klystron asked.

      A generic-looking scavenger rushed forward, baggy clothes covering the devices grafted into his body.

      Klystron pointed to the ground. The replicant understood and laid down on the ground, scarred arms at his side.

      “Hurry, inject it into the replicant.” He gestured to Tessla, then pointed at the scavenger lying on the ground.

      Tessla knelt and injected the dark liquid into the replicant, then cupped her hand over the scavenger’s mouth. Instantly, the replicant started to scream, the sounds muffled by Tessla’s scarred hand. After thirty seconds, the prone figure started to change. It was as if he were inflating, his entire body growing larger and hairier. Muscles bulged out from under the thick cotton shirt as thick dark hair spread out across the creature’s jaw and cheeks, the beard growing longer and longer. Bushy eyebrows blossomed over the replicant’s eyes, the soon-to-be giant’s head enlarging with the rest of his body.

      “Quickly, braid his beard . . . it must be perfect.” Klystron glanced at one of the scavengers, then handed him the blue-green onyx stones. “Be sure to include these stupid rocks.” He glanced around. “Where are the clothes?”

      As if on cue, the two scavengers who took the prisoner away returned with the giant’s clothing and armor. The garments looked huge in their scrawny arms. Quickly, they knelt and dressed the replicant who was still morphing into his new body.

      One of the scavengers carefully braided the giant’s beard as the replicant moaned. He compared his work to a drawing of the dead giant’s beard, making sure the braid was perfect. At the end, the scavenger threaded the hair through the hole in the blue-green onyx stones, tying the gemstones firmly in place.

      Finally, the process was complete.

      Reaching down, Tessla helped the new giant-replicant to his feet. “There.” She stepped back and smiled, then turned the giant toward the other scavengers, the new giant now equivalent in height to Klystron. “It’s done . . . again. One more giant replaced with a replicant.”

      “Good.” Klystron looked the new giant over, carefully adjusting his leather armor so that it sat properly on his broad shoulders and muscular chest. Bending over, he picked up the giant’s warhammer and handed it to him. “Excellent. Now, the rest of you go back into hiding. I’ll walk into the school with our new giant.” He glared at the scavengers. “GO!”

      The scavengers picked up their technology and wiped away any tracks they might have left at the site of the procedure, then disappeared into the night.

      When he was sure they were gone, Klystron moved his mouth close to the new giant’s ear. “Listen carefully. Your giant name is Roland TreeBender, and you’re a faculty member of Harmony. You won’t be teaching any classes, so don’t worry; I’ve taken care of that.

      “You’re part of the Blue-GreenOnyx clan. They’re healers of giants, but also caretakers of the all-important IronWood trees that giants use for their ships and warhammers. If anyone asks you about healing, tell them you’re at Harmony to learn from the dryads, and they should go to the dryad healers instead.”

      The new-Roland nodded, the polished onyx stones woven into his dark brown beard jingled against each other.

      “I’m worried about those three kids we saw before your transformation.” Klystron finally sheathed his knife. “If they tell anyone about what we were doing, the whole plan could be ruined. I think they need to be taken care of, just to be safe. Here’s what I want you to do.”

      He slowly explained his plan, making sure the new giant understood his plan. “You understand?”

      Roland nodded.

      “Good. Let’s get back to Harmony.” Klystron reached to the ground and picked up his warhammer, then flung it over his shoulder and placed it in the pouch on his back. He glanced at the new giant and gestured for him to do the same.

      Roland clumsily put the weapon over his shoulder, missing the pouch and dropping his weapon.

      Klystron rolled his eyes. “You need to practice this until you can do it without thinking. A giant never drops his warhammer.”

      “Understood.” Roland nodded, then picked up his weapon and tried again, this time getting the large metal head in the pouch.

      “Good, now follow me. We have a little surprise to arrange for those three kids.” Klystron smiled to his companion as they stomped back toward the School of Harmony. “Soon, all the pieces of my plan will be in place, and we can start the war that should have never stopped two-hundred years ago.”

      “But first, we get rid of those kids.” Roland’s new voice was deeper than Klystron’s.

      “Exactly, and from what I can tell, they’ve already made a few mistakes and ruffled the feathers of some faculty members. Everyone will believe us.” Klystron laughed and stroked his thick beard as he walked toward his destiny.
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      The next morning, Brianna walked to the dining hall alone. She had waited for the other giants to leave the dormitory first; of course, none of them asked her to join them, and she was glad. She didn’t want or need their company.

      As she walked across the school grounds, Brianna thought about the events from last night and seethed with anger at the human and dryad who’d gotten involved in her affairs.

      A cool breeze blew across the school, the rich smell of grass and oak leaves filling the air. For a moment, the aroma reminded Brianna of the forests near StoneHold, near home. It brought a tear to her eye, but she wiped the moisture away before it fully escaped. “This is my home, for now.” She gritted her teeth and clenched her fists, forcing the emotions back into the deep recesses of her soul. “I won’t pine away for what I’ve lost. I’m a giant of the TreeAgate clan. We don’t look behind; we look ahead and make our futures through determination and deeds.” Pushing aside thoughts of StoneHold, the place she’d likely never see again, she strode toward the dining hall.

      Boisterous laughter and loud, jovial voices greeted her as she pulled open the large wooden doors. The rich aroma of fresh-baked bread, followed by the scent of fresh fruits and berries, greeted her senses. An oaky fragrance from the torches lining the hall added an extra layer of color to the tapestry of smells. Her stomach growled.  Maybe this will be a better day, Brianna thought.

      As she stepped into the hall, the room grew uncomfortably quiet. Giants shot her angry glances from the giant table; apparently word had gotten out about last night. She spotted Craeg SeaStrider, his nose still red and swollen. With a mischievous grin, Brianna winked at the giants as they lobbed more scowls her way. Ignoring the glares from the humans and dryads, she walked to an isolated table and sat as far from the others as possible. Brianna pulled her warhammer out of its pouch and set it roughly on the ground, the metal head making a loud CLUNK. Sliding the hammer closer, she leaned the IronWood handle against the bench, keeping it within arm’s reach; hopefully, that would keep the curious away.

      A young dryad boy walked tentatively toward her holding a plate of bread and fruits, a large chunk of cheese resting on top. He extended it with his long, tan arms and set it on the table within reach. Brianna smiled at the boy, then reached out and pulled the plate to her.

      “Did you hear?”

      “Hear what?” Brianna asked.

      “One of the faculty members is missing.” The dryad kept his voice low. “A giant named Willem . . . something.”

      “Maybe they just went for a stroll and got lost,” Brianna said.

      The dryad shrugged, then turned and walked away.

      Brianna popped a handful of blueberries into her mouth. She closed her eyes and let the delicious taste slide across her tongue, the sweet berries an explosion of flavor.

      The table shook as a plate clattered to the wooden surface. Brianna opened her eyes, blueberry juice running down her chin.

      “I think she likes the berries.” Stannis grinned, then glanced at Rayel. “I like ‘em too.”

      “Who wouldn’t,” the dark-skinned girl said. “They were grown by dryads in the treetop farms of my village.” She turned to Brianna. “Have you tried the strawberries yet? They’re my favorite.”

      The giant scowled. “What are you two doing here?”

      “We saw you sitting alone and thought we’d join you.” Stannis sat up tall and proud. The boy leaned closer to Brianna. “Since we’re friends, we might as well eat together.”

      “We aren’t friends . . . I don’t need any friends and—”

      “I think we talked about this before.” Stannis tore off a chunk of bread and put it with a piece of cheese into his mouth. “Of course, you need friends, we all need ‘em. My grandfather is fond of saying, ‘Never let your friends get lonely; they always want to be bothered.’ So here we are.” He smiled.

      Rayel reached out and put a hand on Brianna’s arm, clasping it warmly. The giant glared at them both, then yanked her arm free. “I don’t need you now, and I didn’t need you last night.”

      Ignoring Brianna’s comment, Rayel leaned forward and spoke, her voice a whisper. “I was thinking about last night and what I saw in the darkness.”

      “I thought you saw nothing?” Stannis bit into an apple and smiled, the juice dripping off his chin.

      “It wasn’t nothing. It was definitely something.” Rayel leaned closer. “Dryads have incredibly sensitive sight, but what most people don’t know is that we can see more of the image as we think about it.”

      “What are you talking about?” Brianna asked.

      “The image from last night is stuck in my head.” Rayel pointed to her colorful dreadlocks. “As I think about it, additional details surface, letting me see more of what was there.”

      “I never knew dryads could do that.” Brianna looked at Rayel with newfound respect.

      “Of course, you didn’t know that about dryads, you’ve only been here for a day.” Stannis patted Brianna on the shoulder, causing her to flinch. “This is the whole purpose of Harmony, for us to learn about the other races.”

      “That’s great.” Brianna turned to Rayel. “So, what did you see last night? What details have you uncovered?”

      “Blinking lights.” Rayel smiled as if she’d just revealed some grand secret. She glanced at Stannis, then back to Brianna.

      They both shrugged.

      Rayel rolled her eyes then explained, “The blinking lights could have only come from a scavenger, or some piece of scavenger technology.”

      “Scavengers,” Brianna and Stannis said in unison, both shocked.

      “I find that hard to believe.” Stannis shook his head, the long strand of hair flinging up over his shoulder.

      “Not me.” Brianna took a bite of bread. “We saw scavengers on the way to Harmony. But I can’t imagine they’re here in the school. You must be wrong.”

      “I’m never wrong.” Rayel sat up tall as if challenged.

      Suddenly, the doors to the dining hall burst open. The First and Second Maesters stepped into the hall, the two giants exchanging worried glances.

      “Students, may I have your attention.” SecondMaester ShieldBreaker thumped his warhammer on the oaken floor. The entire hall shook, quieting the students.

      FirstMaester WarGaze nodded for ShieldBreaker to continue.

      “We think something has happened to one of the faculty, a giant by the name of Willem GraniteFist. He didn’t show up for breakfast, and his room is empty.” He cast his gaze across the dining hall. “Furniture was tipped over his room as well as tables broken. We fear something bad has happened to him.”

      The students gasped.

      “What do you think happened?” Stannis whispered.

      Rayel just shrugged.

      “If anyone knows of his whereabouts, please step forward and—" The SecondMaester was interrupted.

      Suddenly, a large giant stepped into the dining hall and whispered something into the FirstMaester’s ear. The giant held his warhammer as if ready for battle, the blue-green onyx stones in his dark beard clinking against the heavy metal weapon.

      FirstMaester WarGaze glanced at Brianna and her friends, then nodded to the giant. “Brianna, Stannis, Rayel, please join us outside. You may be able to help us find the missing giant.”

      The three kids glanced at each other, confused, then stood and followed the FirstMaester out of the dining hall, the SecondMaester following close behind.

      Brianna stopped and turned to WarGaze. “I don’t know how we can help, but of course we’ll—”

      The FirstMaester held up a hand as the doors to the dining hall were closed. Students quickly rushed to the windows to watch.

      “Roland TreeBender here tells us he saw you by Willem GraniteFist’s room last night. Is this true?” FirstMaester WarGaze glared at the three kids, then turned to TreeBender. “Roland, please repeat what you told me.”

      The giant stepped forward and stared down at the kids. “I saw these three late last night walking through the school grounds. They were mad about something, I don’t know what, but I overheard them saying they wanted revenge against the giants. They said they were going to kill one to teach them a lesson.”

      “That’s ridiculous.” Brianna reached over her shoulder to grab the handle of her warhammer, but another set of hands grabbed the weapon first. They pulled it from its pouched, pulling it out of reach. They did the same with Rayel’s staff and Stannis’ shoulder bag.

      “You were angry last night, that was certainly true.” The FirstMaester stroked his grayish-blond beard.

      “I saw them heading for the south side of the school grounds,” Roland said as he reached up and rubbed his eyes. For some reason, he didn’t seem to blink. “Willem lived on that end of the school.”

      “We didn’t go to anyone’s room,” Stannis said. “We just went back to the dorms and went to bed. We would never hurt another giant.”

      “Really? You certainly did last night, five of them as I recall.” The FirstMaester stared at the young boy, a scowl over his one good eye, the metallic one sparkling in the sunlight.

      “We found him, we found him,” a giant yelled. A gray-haired giant ran across the school grounds holding something in his hands, his braided salt-and-pepper beard dancing about, bright stones of Labradorite flickering in the morning sun.

      “Jorrel, you found Willem?” SecondMaester ShieldBreaker put his hands on the giant’s shoulders, waiting for him to catch his breath.

      The old giant gasped for air, then nodded. “In the woods . . . dead.” He took huge gulps of air, then continued. “We found these with him.”

      The giant opened his hands, revealing some greenish white stones, an arrow, and a long knife. “Willem was lying on top of these when we found him. It’s clear to me, a warhammer and a stab wound killed him, but we also found some puncture wounds, likely from arrows.” The ancient giant glared at the three kids, then itched his eyes. “Isn’t she of the TreeAgate Giant Clan?”

      The SecondMaester nodded, sad eyes turning to Brianna and her friends. “This is certainly a dryad arrow, and the knife is clearly human-made.” He took a step toward the three kids. “What have you done? These stones are TreeAgate, and you’re the only one from that clan at the school, MineShaker.” He turned to Rayel. “This arrow is probably yours. I bet if you search your things, we’ll find more just like it. And you.” ShieldBreaker pointed at Stannis. “We know how you humans like your knives and swords.”

      “This is compelling evidence. Brianna, do you have anything to say for yourself?” FirstMaester WarGaze asked.

      She stared up at the giant. “You’ve already made your decision. What I have to say makes no difference.”

      “Brianna MineShaker, Stannis Cunningham, and Rayel Juniperus, I have no choice but to take all of you into custody. You’ll be sent back to your people without my HonorSeal and put on trial for murder. Wagons will leave tomorrow morning. Until then, you’ll be kept away from the other students.” Kristofer WarGaze turned and faced the angry crowd peeking out the door and windows.

      “Let’s just execute them now,” a student called out from a window.

      “Yeah . . . give ‘em what they gave GraniteFist,” shouted another.

      The students shouted in agreement, some of them pounding on the walls of the dining hall.

      "There will not be any more violence here at Harmony!" the FirstMaester bellowed. "We won't become a mindless mob. We will follow the rule of law. The three accused will receive a trial according to their people's customs." He stared down at Brianna, a sad expression peeking through his disheveled beard. "You’ll probably be given a trial by combat, though for a giant of your size, that'll most likely be a death sentence."

      "Why waste time with a trial. They're guilty and deserve punishment." The voice belonged to Craeg SeaStrider. The young giant stood in the doorway to the dining hall, glaring at Brianna, his nose the size of a tomato—that was the only thing about this whole day that made her smile. Other students stepped out of the dining, many holding weapons, all of them furious.

      The FirstMaester reached over his shoulder and grabbed the handle of his warhammer. He pulled it over his shoulder and thumped the head onto the ground, hard. Students gasped as the ground shook. The massive weapon was an ornate thing of beauty; inlaid curving lines of gold spiraled around the metallic head, the shimmering bands creating a complicated geometric pattern that extended down the thick, wooden handle.

      "This is WidowMaker. It has never failed me in battle." FirstMaester WarGaze glared at the students stepping out of the dining hall. “If any of you have the idea of taking these three young ones from me, then you better do it together, because it'll take everyone to best me. The question is, who will be the first to feel the Widow Maker's kiss . . . you Craeg? or you, Dyanne?" He pointed at two of the giant ruffians who had been picking on Brianna and the others. Neither moved. "I thought so."

      The FirstMaester lifted the great warhammer and held it at the ready. "Now, all of you go to class. Anyone not in class in two minutes will get to enjoy the day in a work detail. There's a hole that needs digging, and I need volunteers."

      The other boys and girls looked at each other, then glared at Brianna and her friends.

      "Get moving." WarGaze pounded WidowMaker on the ground again.

      The students slowly filed out of the hall, each of them scowling at Brianna and her friends as they passed.

      "SecondMaester ShieldBreaker, please take these three to the storage shed on the east side of the campus and lock them in, then send MessengerRavens to their homes. Their leadership will want to know what has transpired here at Harmony.”

      A soft growl floated to their ears. Brianna glanced up and found Bailey on the limb of a tree, her teeth bared. Rayel glanced up and shook her head, then tilted her head to the side. Bailey grew quiet and ran noiselessly across the tree limb and disappeared amid the leaves.

      “Jonnas IronJaw, bind their wrists.” The SecondMaester pointed to a large, blond giant.

      Jonnas moved behind each and tied their hands behind their backs. Brianna noticed Jonnas didn’t blink, just like Roland TreeSplitter.

      “I’m sorry this happened.” WarGaze focused his good eye on Brianna. “I told my friend, the FirstMaester of StoneHold, Gregg SteelClaw, that’d I’d take care of you, and make sure you were okay . . . I failed him. Look what’s happened to you now.”

      “You know we’re innocent.” Brianna glared up at him, refusing to beg for any kind of mercy. “A murder with tons of evidence and witnesses; don’t you think it’s just a little too convenient?”

      The FirstMaester just shook his head, a sad expression spreading across his wrinkled face. “I had hoped we could fix you, but apparently, I was wrong.”

      “Just because someone is different, that doesn’t mean they need fixing or changing.” Stannis stared at the giant. “You should—”

      “You know nothing about what it means to be a giant.” WarGaze poked Stannis in the chest with a thick finger. “You barely know what it means to be a human. Someone of your size should understand about duty and commitment. But based on what I’ve heard, you don’t know anything other than avoiding responsibility and running away.”

      “Hey, you don’t have to insult him,” Rayel said. “You don’t know anything about—”

      Stannis leaned against Rayel’s shoulder, stopping her tirade. “It’s okay, Rayel. I’ve come across this more than once, people expecting me to behave a certain way because of how I look.” He stared up at the FirstMaester and shook his head in disappointment. “I expected more from you. Someone like you should be able to see past the exterior and look deeper into a person’s character. I guess I was mistaken . . . pity.”

      FirstMaester WarGaze frowned at the boy. “SecondMaester ShieldBreaker, lock them up. We’ll deal with these kids tomorrow.”

      “Yes, FirstMaester.” SecondMaester ShieldBreaker pushed the three kids out of the dining hall and toward the distant storage shed, their lives changed forever.
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      The door to the storage shed creaked open, revealing a dark and dusty interior. Streaks of sunlight leaked through gaps in planked walls, painting stripes of light on the walls and floor. Dust hovered in the air, the rays of light appearing as shafts of gold magically levitating off the ground.

      “Get in,” one of the huge giants growled.

      He pushed Brianna in first, then added Stannis and Rayel to the makeshift jail, their hands still bound behind their backs. A second giant stood next to the door, Brianna’s warhammer, Rayel’s staff, and Stannis’ bag on the ground at his feet. Brianna eyed her warhammer, trying to think of a way to reach it, but the leather strap holding her hands together was too strong; there was nothing she could do.

      “You’re making a terrible mistake.” Stannis moved to the door and stared up at the giants. “We didn’t do anything.”

      “Be quiet, murderer.” The towering giant shoved Stannis backward, the boy stumbling over a small crate and falling to the ground. “You’ll be punished for your crime when you get back to your stupid human city.” The giant glared at the three kids. “I hope it hurts when they kill you; that’s the kind of justice murderers like you deserve.”

      “Justice . . . you’ve already decided we’re guilty.” Rayel stepped toward the giant, her large green eyes filled with rage.

      “Shut up, dryad.” The giant lunged at Rayel and tried to shove her to the ground. The lithe girl quickly stepped out of the way. Overextended, the giant lost his balance and started to fall. Brianna took advantage of his clumsiness and kicked at one of his legs. The giant tumbled to the ground with a thud.  Before Brianna could take another step, the head of a warhammer struck her in the chest, sending her backward, crashing into the rear of the shed.

      “Next time you murderers try something like that, there’s gonna be broken bones.” The second giant reached down and helped the first to his feet, his warhammer still pointing toward the three kids. “Enjoy your stay. I hope it’s a hot day today.”

      And with that, the giant slammed the door to the shed, dust falling from the walls and ceiling, then locked it in place.

      “This is ridiculous.” Rayel paced back and forth. “They’ve already decided we’re guilty. Did you see the looks on the faces of the other students? I don’t think I trust them or our jailors very much.”

      “Me neither.” Brianna struggled to her feet. With her hands bound behind her back, she had difficulty.

      “Here, let me help.” Rayel grabbed her shoulder and pulled her up.

      Brianna stared down at the dryad’s hand, surprised. “How did you get free?”

      Rayel pointed to a box against the wall. Bailey sat there, wagging her tail, the chewed remains of the leather strap lying at the tree ferret’s feet.

      Yip yip. Bailey was clearly proud of herself.

      Stannis laughed, then moved to the animal and turned his back. The sound of teeth ripping through another strap made Brianna smile. When Stannis was free, he stepped behind Brianna and untied her bonds.

      “Your pet is fantastic.” Brianna reached out to the furry creature, but it backed away, teeth bared.

      “She’s not a pet.” Rayel stepped in front of the animal as if protecting her companion. “Pet’s are slaves. Bailey makes her own choices. She decides what she will and won’t do.”

      Rayel glanced over her shoulder at Bailey. The tree ferret leaped into the air and landed gracefully on the dryad’s shoulder, her long, fuzzy tail wrapping around her arm.

      “Bailey and I have been companions for a long time.” Rayel reached up and stroked her soft fur. “Tree ferrets usually don’t like people, so I consider myself lucky to have her as a friend.”

      “She seems like a great friend.” Stannis moved to Rayel’s side and petted the lithe animal.

      Bailey barked once, then jumped to Stannis’s shoulder. She licked his cheek, then stretched out on his muscular shoulder.

      Rayel’s eyes grew wide with amazement. “Wow . . . she likes you.”

      Stannis shrugged, his cheeks blushed a little as he chuckled nervously. He petted the animal again, then turned to Brianna. “What do you think is really going on here at Harmony? Obviously, we didn’t kill that giant, but for some reason, they singled us out.”

      “It’s obvious.” Brianna moved to the door and pushed on it with her shoulder; it didn’t budge. “They did this because we’re different, and they hate us for that.”

      Stannis shook his head, his long braid swinging back and forth across his back. “I doubt that’s the reason. Someone who is different tends to be excluded from society rather than being attacked. That’s what I experienced back home at Cranton. There’s something else going on here.”

      “I agree with Stannis.” Rayel picked up Bailey and put the animal on her shoulder; the tree ferret’s long bushy tail quickly stretched down and wrapped around her arm. The creature nuzzled her tiny black nose into Rayel’s neck. “I wonder if it has something to do with those people we saw in the darkness.”

      Stannis moved to Rayel and reached out a hand to Bailey. The tree ferret sniffed the boy’s hand, then licked his finger. With a smile, the human smiled gently stroked the animal’s back.

      “Wow, Bailey doesn’t usually let anyone other than me pet her. She must like you.”

      “I have a way with animals,” Stannis said, a little embarrassed.

      “Yeah, okay, great, the animal likes Stannis, big deal.” Brianna scowled at them. “I was thinking about what you said in the dining hall.”

      “You mean the blinking lights?” Rayel asked.

      “No, the idea of scavengers nearby doesn’t seem too crazy after what I saw coming to Harmony.” Brianna sat on a crate, the wood groaning under her weight. “I was thinking more about the giant. You said you saw a giant near the blinking light, right?

      Rayel nodded.

      “How do you know it was a giant?”

      “First of all, I know what a giant looks like, and they’re big.” She smiled. “And secondly, I saw some kind of stone dangling at the end of their beard.”

      “If you identify what the stone looked like in their beard, that would be important.” Brianna’s voice rose with interest.

      “Why?” Rayel asked.

      “If we know the stone, then we know the giant’s clan.” Brianna reached out and clasped her hand around the TreeAgate stone hanging around her neck. “It’ll make them easier to identify.”

      Rayel shook her head. “I haven’t figured it out yet, but I’m still discovering new details in the memory. Maybe I’ll figure it out soon.”

      “Do it sooner.” Brianna scowled at the dryad, then softened her gaze. “When we arrived at Harmony, the FirstMaester from my village, Gregg SteelClaw tried to tell WarGaze about the scavengers, but he wouldn’t listen. He glanced around as if afraid someone would hear.”

      “Interesting.” Stannis stroked his bald chin. “You think WarGaze is part of this conspiracy?”

      Brianna shrugged. “Who knows. But I think—”

      Just then, hoofbeats filled the air, followed by the sound of squeaking wood as a wagon rolled up to the storage shed.

      "Here we go." Brianna glared at the other two. "This might be a chance to escape. Don't get in my way. I'm outta here."

      Rayel nodded, then grabbed a broom and broke off the handle. She nodded at Stannis, and the young boy unraveled the metallic rope from around his waist and held it at the ready. Brianna smiled, then moved next to the door, her muscles clenched.

      Keys jingled, then were inserted into the lock. With a turn of the knob, the door creaked opened. But before any of them could react, a gentle voice spoke. "Stay quiet, or they'll hear us. Are you kids alright?"

      The door opened wider, revealing the SecondMaester. In his hands were Brianna's warhammer, Rayel's staff, and Stannis’s shoulder bag. He held them outstretched to their owners. Bailey sat up on the dryad’s shoulder and growled, showing her sharp, pointy teeth.

      "We need to get out of here, quick and quiet, unless you're thinking that sticking around is a better idea?"

      The three companions stood motionless, shocked at what was happening.

      SecondMaester Davyd ShieldBreaker opened the door wider. “Would you kids rather stay here around until the mob arrives and administers a little justice of their own?”

      “What are you doing?” Brianna took her warhammer from the giant.

      “I’m getting you three out of here.” Davyd tossed the staff to Rayel, then dropped the shoulder bag at Stannis’ feet; it made a loud clunk. “What do you have in there, boy?”

      “Um, nothing.”

      “Well, it’s a pretty heavy nothing.” The SecondMaester turned and faced Brianna. “I think something’s going on at Harmony. Some kind of conspiracy. I don’t know who to trust other than you three.”

      “We were just talking about that.” Rayel leaned closer to the giant and whispered, “Scavengers.” Bailey growled again.

      The huge giant nodded, his braided beard dancing across his muscular chest. “Exactly.” He looked at each of the kids in the eyes, then continued. “I want to know what’s going on, and if scavengers are involved. If they are, then there’s only one place we can go for answers.”

      “Where?” Stannis asked as he lifted his bag off the ground and slung it over his shoulder.

      “The WasteLands.”

      “The scavengers’ home?” Brianna was stunned.

      “But the ColdHeat, it’s all over the WasteLand.” Rayel put a hand on Bailey’s soft head, trying to calm the tree ferret’s temper.

      “The ColdHeat will hurt you only if you stay for a long time.” The SecondMaester glanced nervously back at the school buildings. “I saw the mob gathering; none of you have much time. If you stay here, you’re dead. But if you come with me, and we uncover evidence of a conspiracy with Scavengers, then you’ll prove your innocence.” The big giant smiled, his crooked teeth showing through the thick forest of black hair surrounding his mouth. He reached down and pulled up one of his braids, a snowflake obsidian stone attached to the end. “This is my clan’s sigil. By hammer and stone, I serve my clan so that I can serve Phoenix. I’m going, with or without you. Feel free to stay here if you want and enjoy the party the mob is putting together for you.”

      Davyd turned and walked away from the shed, heading for a nearby wagon where a team of horses stomped anxiously in place, ready to run.

      “I’m going with him.” Brianna stepped out of the shed and glanced around, making sure it wasn’t some kind of trap. She turned back to the others. “If you stay here, you’ll be killed. Come with us.”

      “I wouldn’t miss this for the world.” Rayel smiled. “The chance to go to the most dangerous place on Phoenix and get exposed to the ColdHeat . . . what could be better?”

      She cast Stannis a smile, then bolted out of the shed and jumped into the back of the wagon.

      “Well?” Brianna stared at Stannis. “You have to come with us, you know it.”

      Stannis sighed, then nodded. “I guess since we’re all friends, we should stick together.”

      “We aren’t friends,” Brianna growled, then stepped back. Stannis ran to the wagon and jumped in.

      The young giant closed the door to the shed and locked it again, then jumped into the wagon with the other two and ducked, staying out of sight. The SecondMaester snapped the reins and started the horses trotting toward the most dreaded place in all of Phoenix—the WasteLands.
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      History Lesson from FirstMaester SteelClaw to the young giants of StoneHold.

      

      Before the War of the Races, giants, humans, and dryads peacefully coexisted. We traded knowledge and shared resources, making sure every community had what they needed to survive and thrive. In fact, many humans and dryads lived in StoneHold with us, Dryad healers tending our sick and human miners, helping us find precious metals. It was a time of great peace and cooperation.

      But then came the War. At first, they were just small battles here and there; a group of humans attacking dryad merchants, dryad caravans attacked by giants, humans attacking giant mining stations. No one was sure how they started. There were never any witnesses to these initial conflicts; they just seemed to happen, bodies of the defeated and evidence of the victors left behind for others to see.

      Soon, the battles grew larger and larger until finally, the War of the Races burst into full bloom with armies of thousands on each side clashing together. Many suffered and died from each race until the war finally ended at the Battle of Harmony Valley as it is called today.

      Even though the War ended over two hundred years ago, tension and distrust still exist between the races. We must be ever vigilant as giants and make sure the War of the Races never happens again.
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        Year 374, PLN

      

      

      Brianna bounced around in the back of the wagon as the SecondMaester drove the horses faster and faster, trying to put as much distance between them and Harmony as quickly as possible. Twice she had to grab the side of the wagon to keep from bouncing out over the side. Her bruised backside delivered new stabs of pain with every bump, but her giant-pride kept her from uttering any complaints.

      Stannis, on the other hand, complained incessantly. He sat next to Davyd ShieldBreaker at the front of the wagon, bouncing about with every bump, his leather bag clinking, and clanking. Rayel stood on the opposite side of the wagon, a hand gripping to the side firmly. Bailey sat perched on her shoulder, the tree ferret’s long, furry tail wrapped tightly around the dryad’s arm, a look of terror in the creature’s orange, ermine eyes. With each violent jolt, the dryad sprang lightly into the air, her free hand on Bailey’s back, then landed silently on one foot as if it were some kind of graceful dance. It was almost a pleasure to watch her.

      “I think we’re far enough away.” Davyd pulled back on the reins. “I’m slowing down. One of you needs to watch behind us to make sure no one from the school is following.”

      “I’ll do it.” Rayel moved to the back of the wagon and set Bailey down. With her IronWood staff beside her, the dryad sat facing the way they came, the tree ferret curled up in her lap, purring softly.

      Brianna stood behind the SecondMaester, scanning the sea of grass lying before them, the islands of oaks and maples standing tall amidst the rolling waves of gentle green hills.

      Stannis stood for a moment and rubbed his backside, then pulled a thick wool blanket from under the seat and put it beneath him. He turned to Davyd. “SecondMaester ShieldBreaker, we appreciate your help, but I don’t understand exactly why you helped us escape Harmony.” The boy glanced over his shoulder at Brianna and smiled at her. She returned it with a frown.

      “Stannis is right,” Brianna said. “You could have gone to the WasteLand without us, and you wouldn’t have broken any laws. But now, you’re a fugitive, just like us.”

      “Maybe he saw an injustice and wanted to do something about it.” Rayel’s voice rang with conviction. “That’s why Stannis and I helped you, Brianna.”

      “I didn’t ask for your help,” the giant snapped. “I fight my battles alone.”

      “So I heard.” Davyd ShieldBreaker laughed. “Lucky for you, these two showed up and helped. Otherwise, those giants would have cracked that thick skull of yours.”

      Brianna scowled. “You still haven’t answered the question; why are you helping us escape? FirstMaester WarGaze obviously believed the witness, that giant named Roland . . . something.”

      “His name is Roland TreeSplitter.” Stannis glanced at Brianna and smiled.

      “I don’t care about his name.” Brianna fired the words back at Stannis like a volley of arrows. “All I care about are the lies he told about me.”

      “You mean, the lies he told about us, right Brianna?” Rayel’s had a soothing tone to it, but it still made Brianna angry.

      “You’re right.” The young giant nodded. “Roland TreeSplitter implicated all of us.” She glanced at the dryad. “We’re in this together. I know that.” Brianna turned back to ShieldBreaker. “So, why did you help?”

      “I’m a good judge of people,” the SecondMaester said, “and I just know you three are innocent. With all the strange things happening, and now you three accused of murder, it just seemed a little too suspicious.”

      “Then why didn’t you tell that to the FirstMaester?” Brianna demanded.

      “I did, but he wouldn’t listen.” Davyd ShieldBreaker shook his head, the Snowflake Obsidian stone at the end of his braided beard swaying back and forth. “I told the FirstMaester what I thought, but he refused to listen to me. In fact, he told me to keep my suspicions to myself, or I’d end up with the same fate as you three.” Second Maester ShieldBreaker glanced over his shoulder at Brianna. “Kristofer WarGaze had it in for you the moment you arrived at Harmony.”

      “I knew it,” Brianna hissed.

      “That's not fair!” Rayel stood up, dumping Bailey to the floor of the wagon. “Everyone should be given the same chance to prove themselves, no matter—”

      “I know, I said the same thing to the FirstMaester, but he didn't care. When he's decided what a person is like, regardless of whether he's right or wrong, he sticks to that opinion. He decided Brianna here was a lost cause; he wouldn't listen to any other ideas.”

      Frustration enveloped Brianna’s entire being. I thought Harmony was going to give me a chance to find out who I am and what kind of giant I can become, but it was all a lie. They didn’t care what kind of giant I wanted to become. They just cared about power and control, and I was a loose cog in their machine that needed elimination.

      “I just wish I could be the giant I want to be,” Brianna said, her voice barely a whisper, “instead of the one they see on the outside.” She clenched her fist tight as her frustration turned to rage, her nails digging into her palm and drawing blood.

      “I understand what you're saying.” Rayel nodded, her dreadlocks dancing across her shoulders. The red, green, and blue dreads shined bright in the afternoon sunlight. “I took a lot of heat for my hair. The dryads in our treetop village hated it, saying I was insulting every dryad with my dreads.”

      Stannis turned and looked to the back of the wagon. “But they’re beautiful; why is that an insult?”

      “Dryads value looking the same. Being able to camouflage ourselves in the trees kept many dryads alive during the LongNight when predators ruled the trees.”

      “Aren't most of those predators gone now?” Stannis asked.

      Rayel nodded.

      “Did you kill them all?” Brianna wiped the blood from her hand onto her sleeve. She took a deep breath and released her anger, letting it flow away, though an echo of rage always lingered in the back of her mind.

      Rayel shook her head. “Of course not; fighting isn't always the answer.”

      “Then what did you do?” the young giant asked.

      “We trained them to go somewhere else. Using mild poisons on the plants they liked to eat, and the occasional poison dart, our dryad warriors chased them from the trees and claimed the treetops for the dryad nation.”

      “If the predators are gone, why does it matter whether you can blend in with the trees and leaves?” Stannis was confused.

      Rayel sighed. “It's tradition. To dryads, tradition is everything.”

      “I can understand that,” Brianna said. “It's the same with giants. There’s only one way to do things, and that's the giant way. If it's different, then it's wrong.”

      “Exactly!” The dryad nodded, her colorful locks dancing about. “That’s how it is with my people as well. Expectations of who you’re supposed to be always comes first and common sense is always a distant second.”

      Brianna shook her head, then slowly sat again. Hooking the head of her warhammer with a foot, she pulled it closer, then lifted it into her arms. Settling the weapon into her lap, Brianna thought she heard a soft thump coming from inside the heavy, metallic head as if something was moving around inside. . . strange. She’d never heard that before.

      They sat in silence for a while, each of the kids contemplating everything they heard from the SecondMaester.

      “I won’t let them change who I am inside,” Brianna whispered. “No one knows what’s inside me; they only judge the outside.”

      “Maybe you should show them what’s inside.” Rayel glanced at Brianna and smiled. “All anyone ever sees is the giant who constantly pushes people away. Maybe you should let people in and allow them to help.”

      The giant glared at the brown-skinned girl. The look caused Bailey to growl and bare her teeth.

      “You forget, dryads have sensitive hearing.” The dryad patted Bailey on the head, trying to calm her down; it didn’t work.

      Stannis reached back from the seat and scratched Bailey’s soft furry ears. The tree ferret’s snarl slowly faded as her bushy tail wagged. The animal jumped up onto the boy’s shoulder, resting her head against his neck, tail wrapped around his arm.

      “Wow, she likes you, Stannis.” Rayel smiled. “Bailey doesn’t do that with anyone other than me. She must trust you.”

      Stannis shrugged as he stroked her back. “What can I say, animals like me . . . always have.”

      The young giant stared at Bailey. “I like that little animal; it has no fear . . . like me.”

      “We all have fears, Brianna,” Rayel said. “We just want to keep them hidden, as if they diminish us somehow. You know what I mean.”

      Brianna shrugged then stared up at the blue sky, the clouds drifting across the sapphire canopy, making the giant shudder. All inhabitants of Phoenix still looked upon clouds with feelings of dread, tales of the LongNight burned into children from the earliest of ages. A group of LongTail Vultures flew overhead, their gray snake-like tails, with which they were able to hold live prey until consumed, writhed and twisted as the creatures glided on the warm currents.

      Brianna glanced at Rayel and pointed to the sky. “You see the LongTails?”

      The dryad nodded. “Those things are probably coming from the WasteLand.”

      “Yep.” Brianna glanced around, looking for any other creature they’d like to avoid.

      Patches of strange, thorny trees appeared up ahead, their branches bent and crooked like jagged fingers clawing at the sky. Giants called them SufferingTrees; it’s what you did if you tried to climb one. The leaves on each branch were a dull gray as if something sucked the life out of them. From within the colorless foliage, cries and squawks of birds floated out, the sounds harsh and grating, as if the hidden animals were warped and in pain. The scene was depressing to behold.

      “The plants and animals are becoming distorted from the ColdHeat,” Davyd said. “We must be getting close.”

      “SecondMaester, how did FirstMaester WarGaze lose his eye?” Stannis asked. “With that scar across his face, it must have been a terrible battle.”

      “First of all, we’re away from school, so you can just call me Davyd.” The giant pulled to the left on the reins, steering the team around a large boulder and closer to a small cluster of SufferingTrees.

      “Well?” the boy asked again.

      Davyd reached up and rubbed his eyes as if he were tired. “Oh yeah, well, he’s never really told me about it.” Davyd looked away from Stannis, making sure they weren’t getting too close to the thorn-covered trunks.

      “He never told you about it?” Brianna was confused. FirstMaester SteelClaw didn’t hesitate to tell her about his metal hand. “I thought you'd known him for a long time. He never told you?”

      “Some things are not discussed, and how he lost his eye was one of those things.”

      “That seems a little strange.” Brianna glanced at Rayel; the dryad also looked surprised. “I’d think that—”

      A soft growling sound floated out of the gray foliage of the SufferingTrees.

      “What was that?” Rayel stood, her IronWood staff in her hands.

      Bailey growled, the hair on her long tail puffed out in all directions, her orange eyes darting about, looking for threats.

      Brianna stood with her warhammer in both hands. She stared up into the trees, looking for the source of the sound. The branches shook, dry leaves fluttering to the ground.

      “I saw something move.” Stannis’ voice was hushed, barely a whisper.

      Davyd sat up and gripped the reins tight. “I think maybe we should—”

      A terrifying creature leaped out of the treetops, heading straight for Brianna. Dark, razor-sharp claws at the end of each paw glistened in the afternoon sunlight, the long talons pointing at the giant’s head. Its inky-black fur seemed to suck the light from the surroundings, the creature’s toothy maw open wide, as though to eat the young giant.

      “Brianna . . . look out!” Rayel rushed to her, but the monster barreled through the air like a dark meteor, heading right toward Brianna.

      Raising her warhammer just in time, Brianna hit the creature in the chest, pushing it away. The monster flailed its long arms, trying to grasp the giant, but she was out of reach. The creature’s claws scratched at the warhammer’s metallic head, trying to hold on, but to no avail. Shoving at the monster with her weapon, Brianna pushed the terrifying creature over the side of the wagon. It landed with a thud, snarling and growling.

      More creatures leaped from the treetops and landed on the ground behind them, each giving a hungry growl.

      “Everyone, hold on!” Davyd snapped the reins and shouted at the horses. The team charged forward, eager to put distance between themselves and the terrifying beast.

      “What was that?” Brianna asked, holding onto the side of the wagon with her free hand, nervous sweat trickling down her forehead.

      “ShadowBeast,” the SecondMaester shouted, the clatter of the hooves and banging of the wagon making it difficult to be heard. “Some think they’re part wolf and part bear, but the ColdHeat warped them into what you see now. They’re definitely from the WasteLand. Usually, they hunt in a pack; how many of them are there?”

      “I see four . . . no six.” Rayel’s voice cracked with fear.

      “Six?” Davyd’s head jerked about as he glanced around, his breaths quickening. “That’s a lot. Maybe we can outrun them. If you had a bow, Rayel, now would be a good time to use it.”

      “I don’t carry a bow,” she said, rapping the floor of the wagon with her staff.

      “Then, we’re in trouble.” Davyd snapped the reins. “Come on, horses . . . run for your lives!”

      The wagon raced across the grassy countryside, weaving around clumps of SufferingTrees and past large boulders. Loud, strained breathing came for the horses, the animals getting tired, but their terror kept them running. Suddenly, one of the wheels struck a large stone hidden in the grass, the jolt nearly sending Brianna out of the wagon. She dropped her hammer and grabbed the side of the wagon with both hands, barely hanging on.

      “What was that?” Brianna asked.

      “We hit a stone.” Davyd didn’t look back. He just kept snapping the reins, making the horses go faster.

      The entire wagon started to shake. Brianna glanced over the side of the wagon. One of the wheels wobbled about as if it were about to . . . The wheel suddenly flew off the axle, and the wagon tipped to the side then flipped over, dumping the occupants out as it ground to a halt.

      Brianna landed hard on the ground but somehow managed to grab her warhammer. She stood and glanced around, a little dizzy. Racing over a small hill, the six ShadowBeasts charged straight at them, their snarls getting louder and louder.

      “I’m not sure I want to meet these animals up close and personal.” Rayel stood up with her staff in her hands, Bailey, submerged in the deep grass, growling at the oncoming attackers.

      Davyd picked up his warhammer and stood beside Brianna. He glanced at Stannis. “You have a sword or something? I think you’re going to need it.”

      “I don’t use a sword.” Stannis brushed the dirt and grass from his clothing. “Swords are for killing and—”

      “Exactly, that’s what we’re gonna need.” Brianna glared at the boy. “These ShadowBeasts are coming to kill us. Are you gonna talk to them and find a peaceful solution?”

      “Well, I don’t know. I guess I can . . .”

      Brianna stopped listening to the fool. Let him get himself killed, Brianna thought. That’s one less person to get in my way.

      She moved next to Rayel and glanced at the dryad. “Good luck.”

      “Maybe we should stay together and—”

      But Brianna didn’t listen. Instead, she charged at the monsters, screaming her battle cry, “TREEAGATE!”
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      “Brianna, wait,” Rayel shouted. “Stay together!”

      But Brianna wasn’t listening; she saw her enemy and knew what to do . . . attack!

      The first ShadowBeast jumped high into the air, its terrifying claws extended, yellow eyes filled with hate. A terrible stench came from the creature, the smell of rotten meat and decaying flesh heavy on the creature’s breath; it smelled of death.

      Gripping her warhammer tight, she swung the heavy weapon, aiming for the monster’s head, but she was too slow, the weapon too heavy for her size. Her attack missed the creature’s head and instead connected with its ribs. A sickening crack accompanied the collision of dark fur with metallic head. The monster howled in pain but kept coming. It fell on top of Brianna, its razor-sharp claws cutting into her leather armor. She rolled out from under the creature, barely escaping those fang-lined jaws. But before the wounded ShadowBeast could get up and attack, Brianna struck it again, and this time, the creature slumping to the ground, immobile.

      Turning, Brianna faced the next attacker.  This one learned from its companion and stayed low, prowling cautiously through the tall grass; it was like a hungry shark swimming just under the surface of the green, grassy ocean. Suddenly, a second inky black head popped up out of the swaying blades . . . there were two of them, both sets of glowing yellow eyes focused on the young giant. They snarled and growled, then lunged.

      Before Brianna could react, Davyd was at her side. He swung his warhammer clumsily, hitting one creature, hard, causing it to smash into its companion. They tumbled to the ground. Before they could stand, the SecondMaester brought his hammer down on the back leg of one, the monster howling in pain.

      He only wounded it, Brianna thought. A giant shows no mercy in battle.

      She swung her weapon at the second ShadowBeast, striking it hard and silencing its growls, its companion limping away.

      Only three monsters remained, and two of them were closing in on Rayel.

      The dryad stood motionless, her staff held loosely in her hand, the other stuffed into her striped vest. The ShadowBeasts moved closer, then charged. Her arm suddenly shot out of her vest, throwing small brown darts. The projectiles streaked through the air and struck the monster, the pointed barbs piercing the thick, black fur and digging in deep. The creatures howled in pain but kept coming. Rayel swung her staff with the skill of a seasoned warrior, ducking under raking claws while she spun away, only to change direction and leap into the air, bringing her weapon down onto the back of her assailant. It was like watching a ballet, every move made with beauty and grace as if this were a dance and not a deadly battle.

      Brianna ran to the dryad, moving as fast as she could through the thick grass, but was too far away. She’d never get there in time to help. Glancing at Davyd, she was surprised how awkwardly he ran. SecondMaester ShieldBreaker stumbled twice as they sprinted, their heavy booted feet pounding the ground.

      On the other side of Rayel, the last ShadowBeast stalked Stannis. The boy had no weapon other than that ridiculous metallic rope, his heavy shoulder bag still hanging across his body. He swung the rope in the air, letting it pick up speed, the rest of the line coiled in his hand. The end made a shrill whistling sound, like that of a wounded bird. Brianna was too far away to hear his words, but she was sure the human was talking to his attacker, trying to reason with it. The monster crouched down low, then sprang, charging at Stannis, its hungry mouth open wide, long black teeth ready to tear flesh from bone.

      But Stannis just stood there, his silver rope swinging in his right hand.

      “Don’t be an idiot . . . MOVE!” Brianna’s voice boomed across the battlefield, drawing the attention of the two nearer beasts.

      It felt as if she were watching the attack in slow motion. The beast moved nearer and nearer. Its fanged mouth opening wider, then it charged and . . . Stannis stepped aside at the last instant. He flung the metal line around the creature’s neck, then slung it through the creature’s open mouth. Grabbing both ends of the rope, he sprung onto the ShadowBeast’s back as if he were riding a horse. He pulled on the line like they were reins, then kicked it with his heels, making the monster run. Yanking left and right, Stannis steered the creature toward the other two, Rayel still locked in her deadly dance.

      Brianna hefted her weapon over her head and charged at the nearest monster, but Stannis reached them sooner.

      He drove the beast right into the side of the closest one, knocking it to the ground, then barreled into the second creature. Swinging her warhammer with all her might, she brought it down upon the closest monster, the weight of the weapon, causing her to lose balance and fall. When she stood, she found Rayel striking at the last creature. The metal-wrapped ends of her IronWood staff made a loud cracking sound as it knocked the ShadowBeast into unconsciousness.

      Stannis brought the monster around, slowing its charge as he rode it back toward the wagon. Brianna took advantage of the situation and swung her warhammer again, aiming for the creature’s head, but her strength waned, and the weapon dipped, hitting the ShadowBeast with a glancing blow to the jaw. The creature screeched in pain, then fell to the ground, dazed, Stannis tumbling down as well, landing with a thump. Before the monster could move, Rayel struck it in the head with her staff, sending the creature, like its companions, into unconsciousness.

      Stannis stood and glanced around as he reeled in his metal rope. Spotting the ShadowBeast on the ground, he knelt next to the dark creature and patted it gently on the head as if comforting it in its pain even though the creature was out cold.

      Turning, Brianna checked the other monsters. One was still conscious but was limping away, anxious to escape. Brianna gripped her warhammer and started toward the beast, but Stannis laid a hand on her shoulder.

      “There is no need to kill that creature,” he said in a soft voice. “The battle is over.”

      “Giants finish what they start.” Brianna glared at the boy, then yanked his hand away.

      “Perhaps a better philosophy to follow is – a giant knows when it’s time to stop fighting.” Stannis smiled as he reeled in his metallic rope. “My Grampa says, ‘Fighting is the first solution of a fool and the last solution of the wise.’ I think maybe—”

      “Are you calling me a fool?” Brianna gripped the handle of her weapon tight and glared at the human.

      “No, it’s just that, helping me fix the wagon would be a better use of your strength than chasing down a wounded creature.”

      She took a step closer to the boy. “You must be very wise, for I never see you fighting until the very last moment. Is it wisdom or cowardice?”

      “Sometimes, it’s important to know when to fight and when not to fight.” Stannis adjusted his leather shoulder bag and headed to the wagon, the contents clinking and clanking.

      “It seems you only know when not to fight,” Brianna hissed. “Will you ever know when combat is necessary?”

      The boy shrugged as if the whole concept wasn’t important; it made Brianna furious.

      “Stannis is right.” Rayel reached down and picked up Bailey, then put her on her shoulder. The tree ferret still looked terrified as the furry animal’s orange eyes darted to the shadowy bodies on the ground. She growled at the prone monsters, then BARK as her tail puffed out. Rayel reached up and stroked her silky fur. “It’ll be dark soon, and I don’t really want to sleep here . . . I think that would be dangerous.”

      “Agreed.” Stannis moved to the wagon and inspected the axle. “Rayel, what were those things you were throwing?”

      “Oh, these?” The dryad reached into her multi-colored vest and pulled out a long, wooden dart, the end fletched with tiny, dark feathers. “They’re throwing darts, something I invented.” She handed one to Stannis. “The tips are coated with different kinds of poisons, so be careful.”

      Stannis was about to test the tip on his thumb, but stopped, then carefully handed it back to the dryad who stuffed it into a hidden pocket in her vest.

      Brianna scowled at the human again, then flung her warhammer over her shoulder and dropped it into its pouch. “What was with riding the ShadowBeasts? Why did you think that would work?”

      “I knew the creatures were going to charge straight at me. It reminded me of something my grandpa told me once: ‘An insurmountable obstacle that can be predicted, can be overcome.’ So, when it was close enough, I decided to mount it. Creatures like these always run in the direction their heads are pointing, so I figured I could steer it right into the other beasts.”

      “Seems like a foolish risk,” Brianna said.

      Rayel hugged the boy. “I’m glad you did it. Those two monsters were getting annoying.”

      “And you.” Brianna pointed at the dryad. “What’s with all the jumping when you fight?”

      “I’m doing what my adversary doesn’t expect.” Rayel patted Bailey on the head, trying to calm the still-nervous tree ferret. “When an enemy doesn’t know what you’re gonna do, they can’t be prepared.”

      “Well, it seems silly.” Brianna followed Stannis toward the wagon. “A giant would never fight like that. We stay on the ground and face our enemy with bravery and strength. Giants don’t need tricks.” She turned away from the dryad and faced Stannis. “Let’s hurry this up, what do we need to do to fix the wagon?”

      “I’ll help.” The SecondMaester turned to Rayel. “Keep an eye out for more ShadowBeasts.”

      The dryad nodded, then moved to the top of a hill nearby and scanned their surroundings, Bailey staring down at the unconscious monsters in the grass.

      Davyd walked past one of the defeated creatures, then bent over and picked something up off the grass. Brianna saw it was one of the long, black fangs from the ShadowBeast’s mouth, likely knocked out during the battle.

      Strange that he’d want a trophy, Brianna thought. Giants don’t take trophies of their kills. You’d do that only if other giants wouldn’t believe what you’ve done, and you needed proof. Strange.

      Moving to the back of the tilted wagon, Stannis picked up a box of tools spilled onto the ground from the crash. Brianna and Davyd stood next to the exposed axle, then used the handles of their warhammers to tilt the wagon up, letting Stannis mount the wheel back onto the axel. In half an hour, the repairs were completed, and they were again heading toward the WasteLand, the setting sun lighting their backs with a crimson hue.

      “What’s up with that tooth?” Brianna asked.

      The SecondMaester shrugged. “Ahh . . . well, I’ve never really seen one of these creatures up close before. I thought studying this tooth might be important.”

      “You study animals?” Stannis eyes grew wide with interest.

      “Well, no, not really.” Davyd sounded uncertain, then laughed as he snapped the reins, urging the horses to a gallop. “We’re riding through the night until we reach the WasteLands.” He glanced over his shoulder at the three kids sitting in the back of the wagon. “Everyone, hang on.” The SecondMaester snapped the reins again, the horses galloping even faster.

      Brianna glanced at the setting sun, the sky now blushing blood-red as the stars slowly revealed their sparkling faces on the dark tapestry overhead. She wondered if the sky’s color was a predictor of what was to come . . . would there be blood spilled in the WasteLands? Would it be her blood? A shudder slithered down her spine.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Brianna whispered to herself. “If this is the path I must walk, then I’ll follow it . . . alone if necessary. I’ll find proof of the scavengers’ plan in the WasteLands or die trying.”

      She gripped her IronWood handle with one hand and clutched the TreeAgate stone hanging around her neck with the other as feelings of dread consumed her soul.
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      Diary of the FourthColossus,

      Argus StoneHewer, Year 162 PLN

      

      Our giant scouts report they came across the scene of a battle. They found human builders slain near the edge of an oak forest. No swords were found with the humans, just axes; it was clear they were just looking to harvest wood from the forest. Based on their wounds and the weapons left behind, it appears dryads were the attackers. No dryad bodies were found, but dryad longbows lay scattered on the ground. But even more unusual were the strange, irregular hoofprints heading back into the forest. This is suspicious. We all know dryads never leave weapons behind after a battle and would never leave their bows behind. Even if a dryad were killed, the bow would never be discarded.

      One of our giants reported seeing a group of human scouts leaving the scene before the giants arrived. The humans didn’t see our scouts, but they likely saw the remains of their fallen comrades.

      What was this battle about, and why the obvious evidence to cast blame on the dryads? There’s a mystery here that I don’t like. We must be vigilant and keep watch over the humans and dryads. This event cannot be allowed to cause more violence. I’ll have more scouts sent out as well as increase the forces on our borders. The giant nation will be ready to react and stop any more battles if they are within our reach.
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        Year 374, PLN

      

      

      Brianna floated in and out of slumber, her dreams brief and terrifying. In one of those dreams, she relived the first time her father had tutored her with the warhammer. She’d been very young, maybe four or five; back then, she’d been the same size as her peers. Jase had beamed with pride as he watched Brianna move like a seasoned warrior, her speed and agility like an angry werecat. Her father had bragged about Brianna later that night, telling his friends about the great warrior in the making, his daughter, Brianna MineShaker. That had been a good day.

      But sadly, that dream morphed into her last fight at StoneHold. The kids had her backed up against a wall. Many were throwing small stones at her, trying just to miss the top of her head, claiming she was too short to hit. They stood around her and laughed, but then one of the boys stepped up and silenced the crowd. He had a massive bruise on one side of his face, the imprint of a warhammer pressed into his cheek. The boy mocked every feature about her, the audience laughing and cheering. But when he accused Brianna and her family of not knowing how to be giants, that was the last straw. “You can pick on me, abuse me and beat me . . . I don’t care.” Brianna glared into the bigger boy’s smooth, hairless face, the bruise an ugly, dark purple. “But no one disrespects my family.”

      The boy laughed and gave her a shove; that was his mistake. What happened next replayed in her dream.

      Brianna clenched a fist and swung. Before her knuckles ever reached flesh, the boy had already started laying on the ground. She was confused. The boy just laid down on the ground, moaning, as if in pain. It was at that moment when the teacher arrived. A strong hand clamped around Brianna’s arm and dragged her off to the FirstMaester’s office, the other students hooting and laughing.

      Then the dream changed. She was watching her mother in FirstMaester SteelClaw’s office as he led Brianna away. A look of pained anguish spread across her mother’s beautiful face, her tears like daggers piercing Brianna’s soul; it nearly broke her heart. In the dream, she could hear her mother’s thoughts: How did I fail her so completely? Look what I’ve done to my Bri. As her mother, I’m a failure and will never forgive myself for this. In the dream, her mom wept, maybe in real life too . . . who knew, but the sorrow in her mother’s thoughts tortured Brianna’s soul.

      Then the words of FirstMaester SteelClaw echoed through the dreamy mist: “What kind of giant do you want to be?”

      “I want people to see me for who I am, not who they want me to be!” Brianna shouted in the dream. A title wave of emotions flooded her senses: anger toward those giants in the tunnels who always picked on her, rage focused on the teachers who never listened to her side of the story, sorrow at how she hurt her family. The sad and angry feelings burned bright, like an exploding star, but then faded to cold darkness. A hollow emptiness expanded within her soul, consuming every facet of her being. The void erased who she was and who she wanted to be. It was terrible. It felt like death.

      “Then show them who you are,” SteelClaw said. “Show everyone around you that you can be—”

      BANG!

      Brianna jolted up and looked around. A wagon wheel must have struck something, because the entire wagon jumped into the air, awakening her from the torturous dream. They were moving through a forest made up of SufferingTrees and DanglerOaks, the sticky vines hanging from the oaks like dark snakes in the silvery light of the moon. She glanced at Rayel and Stannis; each had expressions of sympathy on their faces.

      “What are you looking at?” She glared at them. A chill spread across her cheeks. Reaching up, she found her face wet and quickly wiped them dry. Rayel was about to ask her something, but Brianna raised a hand, stopping the dryad. I hate pity, she thought. “I’m fine, just catching a little sleep.” She turned to Stannis. “Why did you stop me from killing the wounded ShadowBeast back there? It could have turned on us and attacked?”

      “Violence should only be used when there are no other options. We had options.” Stannis smiled. “Besides, I know animals.”

      “Ahh . . . like with Bailey?” Rayel asked?

      “Yep.” Stannis nodded. “I knew that creature didn’t have any fight left. It just wanted to go away and nurse its wounds.” He gave Rayel and Brianna a warm smile. “I just understand them a lot better than I understand people, especially furry little Bailey.”

      The tree ferret, hearing her name, scurried to the boy’s side, allowing him to rub her soft, white belly. The creature purred with contentment, then stared up at him with wide eyes. Yip yip, Bailey said to the boy.

      Stannis scratched the belly harder, causing the tree ferret’s tail to wag back and forth.

      “I’ve never seen Bailey let anyone do that.” Rayel knelt next to Stannis. “The last person that tried it ran away with a bloody hand.” She looked up at Stannis in wonder.

      The human just shrugged. “It’s kinda why I’m at Harmony.”

      “You mean animals?” Brianna adjusted her warhammer, then sat up against the side of the wagon.

      “Not just animals, but not wanting to fight.” Stannis rolled Bailey over and gently stroked the tree ferret’s back, her long bushy brown and white striped tail swishing back and forth. “You see, everyone expected me to be this great warrior. My father, who was high up in the government, pulled some strings and got me into the Command Academy; that’s the officer training school for our army.”

      “But I bet you didn’t want to do that,” Rayel said.

      He shook his head, the long strand of blond hair hanging down his back, flinging back and forth.  “Of course not. I told my father I wasn’t a fighter, but he insisted it was my duty to my family. I think it would have brought him more prestige if I were to join the Academy and rise to the top.”

      “So, what if you don’t want to fight?” Brianna pulled the canvas sack of supplies to her with her foot. Untying it, she reached in and pulled out an apple, which she tossed to Rayel. She tossed another to Stannis before biting into her own. “Just do it to help your family. What’s the big deal?”

      Stannis took a bite out of the apple, then pulled the piece from his mouth and offered it to Bailey, the ferret gobbling it down. “The big deal is I hate violence, and Commanders in the army love it. They want to fight; they yearn for it . . . but that’s not what I want to do with my life.”

      “Really.” Brianna gave him a mocking smile. “Then what do you want to do?”

      “I want to build. I want to invent.” Stannis pulled at the metal rope around his waist and laid it at his feet. “You see this rope? I made it.” He smiled with pride. “I figured out how to draw the metal into thin wires, then treat the wires with heat and chemicals to make them as flexible as string, but still strong as steel. The weaving machine was the hardest, but I figured it out and wove all the wire into what you see here.” He sat up, his bright blue eyes filled with satisfaction. “This is what I want to do . . . but my father didn’t understand.”

      “You still haven’t explained what got you sent to Harmony,” Brianna said. “What happened? Did you run away from a fight?”

      “Something like that.” Stannis took a bite of the apple, then offered another piece to Bailey; it made Rayel smile. “You see, someone set off the alarm, claiming a huge group of UrsaBears was attacking the city. Everyone grabbed their weapons and headed to the edge of the city. I stopped one of the Commanders and told him it wasn’t a real attack, but he refused to listen to me.”

      “How did you know it wasn’t an attack?” Rayel asked.

      “First off, it was a cold night, and UrasBears stay in their dens when it’s cold. Secondly, UrsaBears are solitary creatures; they don’t gather in large groups to attack a village . . . that’s ridiculous. So, instead of going to help with the city’s defense, I went back to my workshop.”

      “And you were seen, weren’t you?” A sympathetic expression covered the dryad’s face.

      Stannis nodded. “Yep. When my father found out I refused to take up arms, he was furious, not because people were calling me a coward—they’d been doing that for years. He was in a rage because it made him look bad, and I think he was tired of me embarrassing him.”

      “I can understand that.” Brianna’s sad voice was soft as a whisper. “It’s the same with my father.”

      Stannis gazed at Brianna, his deep blue eyes boring into her. He gave her a warm smile that seemed to drive the gloomy thoughts of her father away.

      His eyes, they can look right into me, Brianna thought, feeling as if her very soul lay bare to him; it made her uncomfortable. I wonder if he understands more about me than he reveals.

      A strange howl cut through the night air. It was a ragged, gravely sound, the deep voice from a large animal. Hunger resonated in the creature’s growl, and tiny goosebumps formed down Brianna’s neck. Sitting up, she scanned their surroundings. Fireflies flitted through the dark leaves of the SufferingTrees, occasionally lighting upon the long thorns adorning the gray trunks. Many of the glowing insects flew their circuitous paths around the long, twisting vines of the soaring DanglerOaks, the sticky vines occasionally capturing the tiny bugs and reeling them in to be digested. Brianna knew the dangers of both trees, but their wood was strong, almost as stout as the IronWood used to make the handle of her warhammer.

      “That sounded like a TooLateWolf.” Stannis brushed a firefly from the top of his head.

      “A TooLateWolf?” Rayel glanced at the boy.

      Stannis nodded. “Yep. They get their name because if you see one, it’s already too late for you.”

      “Really?”

      He nodded again. “The next day, that Commander I stopped brought me up on charges, and I was exiled quick and quiet.” His voice grew soft, barely a whisper. “My father didn’t even come out to see me off.”

      “I guess you could have just pretended to fight,” Brianna said.

      Stannis shrugged.

      “But you wanted to stick to your principles.” Brianna stared into his blue eyes. “You didn’t want to be something you’re not.”

      He nodded, a solemn expression on his face. “My father could never understand that.”

      “Well, I get it. It’s the same with me.” Brianna took another bite of her apple. “My father wanted to keep me hidden from the rest of the giants at StoneHold so that I wouldn’t embarrass our family or our clan, but I refused as well.” She sat up tall. “I chose Harmony and who I am over what they all wanted me to be.”

      Stannis nodded, casting the giant a warm smile. Brianna found it eased some of her frustration and anger.

      “Well, look at that; there’s finally something Brianna and Stannis agree upon.” Rayel smiled.

      The comment made Stannis laugh. Brianna smiled but quickly looked away.

      “Well, let me tell you something.” Brianna stood in the jostling wagon, holding on to the edge for balance. “If it were me, I’d—”

      The wagon suddenly stopped. Brianna turned and glanced at Davyd. “What’s the problem?”

      The SecondMaester pointed to the landscape ahead. “That.”

      Before them sat a deep ravine, its walls plunging straight down into the darkness. Brianna jumped out of the wagon with her warhammer in her hands. Flinging the weapon over her shoulder and dropping it in its pouch, she approached the edge. Brianna stared down into the abyss, her head spinning a little. Heights terrified her, a common thing amongst giants. Carefully, she backed away from the precipice.

      “You okay?”

      Brianna turned and found Stannis approaching, his leather bag clinking as usual.

      “Of course, I’m okay . . . why wouldn’t I be?” Brianna’s voice was edged with anger, not at Stannis, but at showing weakness.

      “How are we supposed to get across that thing?” Stannis moved next to the edge and peered down. “You can’t even see the bottom, but I can hear water down there—must be a river.” He stepped back and glanced at Brianna. “What do we do now?”

      “We have to get across.” Brianna pulled some loose strands of her dark-red hair from her face and tucked them behind an ear. “Turning back isn’t an option.”

      “I see something off to the right,” Rayel shouted. “It looks like a fallen tree.” She jumped off the back of the wagon and ran along the edge of the ravine. Her feet moved silently through the grass, the only noise coming from the dryad being the tiny wooden beads at the ends of her dreadlocks clinking together.

      Brianna went back to the wagon and grabbed the sack of supplies and followed, Davyd and Stannis three steps ahead of her, Bailey perched on the boy’s shoulder. They tried to keep up with Rayel, but she was too swift, her lithe body gracefully springing across the forest floor. Finally, she stopped at the foot of a fallen tree. It was an old DanglerOak, the branches and sticky vines having fallen into the ravine long ago.

      “We have to use the tree to get across,” Rayel said as she stepped up onto the crumbling trunk. The ancient tree creaked and groaned.

      Before Brianna could respond, the angry wail of the TooLateWolf filled the air. It was followed by another howl off to the right and one to the left.

      “We have to get out of here.” The dryad reached down and scooped up Bailey, then took the sack of supplies from Brianna and ran across the log, disappearing into the night.

      Davyd placed his warhammer in its pouch, then followed Rayel, his footing sure and confident. Brianna envied him.

      Staring at the log and the great maw of the ravine waiting to devour the clumsy, Brianna shuddered as waves of fear crashed down upon her.

      I’ll never make it across that tree, she thought, but when the wolves howled again, this time closer, she knew she had no choice.
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      Brianna stepped up onto the tree and took a tentative step forward. She gazed down into the abyss, its black throat waiting for her to fail. Beads of sweat trickled down her forehead and managed to find the corners of her eyes, stinging. With her heart pounding in her chest, Brianna took another step forward, but the dizziness returned. Shuffling her feet backward, she stepped off the log, her face white with fear.

      “I can’t do it.” She cast her eyes to the ground. “Giants are afraid of heights.” She glanced at Stannis. “Feet are meant to be on solid ground, not on some stupid tree trunk sitting over a deadly gorge.”

      The growls of the TooLateWolves percolated through the forest as they came closer.

      Brianna stared into the forest. The pointed barbs on the gray SufferingTrees glistened in the moonlight as the thick vines from the DanglerOaks writhed like deadly serpents.

      “We have to go.” Stannis moved to her side. “If we stay here, we die.”

      “I don’t care.” Reaching over her shoulder, she grabbed the handle of her warhammer and pulled it into her hands. “There’s no way I’ll make it over that tree. I’ll just stay here instead. Giants weren’t meant to die falling off some stupid tree; we’re supposed to die in combat . . . that’s the giant way.”

      “All of a sudden, you’re willing to do what all the other giants expect. What happened to charting your own course? I never thought you’d become a follower.”

      Brianna scowled at the boy. “Look, you can—”

      The animals snarled, their angry voices sounding hungry. They’d probably caught their scent.

      “Just go.” The giant shoved Stannis toward the tree.

      Stannis stumbled backward a step, but instead of fleeing, he just stood there, unwinding the metal rope from around his waist. “Fine, if you’re staying to fight, then so am I.”

      “What are you saying? You can’t stay here—you’ll die.”

      Stannis shrugged. “Friends support each other, even if it seems insane. You’re my friend, so I’m staying with you.”

      “I told you before; we aren’t friends!”

      He shrugged again, casting Brianna a smile, then moved to her side. “If you stay, I stay.” Stannis turned and faced the dark forest, the growls and snarls getting louder. “Or maybe we could cross that tree together. My grandpa always says, ‘Every task is easier when done with a friend.’ I know we can get across that ravine if we work together.”

      In frustration, Brianna sighed. She glanced up at Stannis. “You think we can do it?”

      He nodded, then handed one end of his rope to her. “You just hold onto this, and we’ll make it across together.”

      Staring down at the metal cord, she flung her warhammer over her shoulder, dropping it into its holder, then grabbed the rope with both hands. “Okay, let’s do it.”

      “Great!” He slapped her on the back only to receive a worried scowl. “I’ll go first, and you follow. Wrap the rope around your wrist. If you fall, which you won’t, then the rope will keep you safe.”

      “But what if—”

      Stannis shook his head. “My grandpa says ‘What-ifs only devour courage and make you doubt yourself.’ So, there are no what-ifs. There’s just you and me.” He took a step onto the tree trunk and inched his way across.

      The growls from the forest grew louder. They could hear the footsteps of the TooLates; they were running, probably right at them.

      “We plan for success,” Stannis shook the rope, “but prepare for the worst.”

      “Did your grandpa say that too?”

      He laughed. “Nope, I just did.”

      The comment made Brianna smile, some of her fear ebbing away.

      Stepping up onto the log, she took small steps, the metallic line between them drooping on one side.

      “Brianna, don’t look down, just keep your eyes fixed on the back of my head.” Stannis glanced over his shoulder. “We’ll be over this log in no time.”

      “Just stare at your head?”

      “Yep.”

      “You mean I have to look at that silly rattail-thing hanging off the back of your head?”

      Stannis laughed as he slowly walked across the log. “I grew that because my father said all boys my age have long hair. I thought it was dumb, so I shaved the rest of my head, but that that part . . . for Dad.”

      Brianna chuckled. “So, you’re doing what your father told you.”

      Stannis nodded. “Yep.” He paused for a moment, allowing Brianna to get closer.

      A trio of TooLateWolves emerged from the shadowy forest and paced back and forth at the end of the log, their silver fur glowing in the moonlight. The sound of their pointed teeth gnashing together made both kids shiver. Brianna glanced over her shoulder at the animals.

      “Don’t look back, always look forward!” Stannis’ voice had steel in it.

      The giant turned away from the terrifying creatures and kept moving across the log. “Is that another one of your grandpa’s sayings?”

      Stannis continued shuffling forward. “Nope, it’s one of mine. Maybe one day, people will be quoting my wise-old sayings.”

      “We’d have to survive this insane adventure first.” Brianna laughed and stepped forward, but her foot caught on the short, protruding remains of a thick branch. She leaned back, trying to regain her balance, fear surging through her nerves. Just then, her boot slipped on a smooth part of the tree, the course bark completely missing.

      And that was it.

      Brianna tumbled off the side of the tree, her free hand reaching out for something to grab, her fingers clasping air. Screaming in terror, she fell into the deadly mouth of the ravine, the darkness eagerly awaiting her death.
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      Everything seemed to move in slow motion. Brianna stared up at Stannis as she fell, her screams echoing off the steep sides of the ravine. A look of horror spread across the boy’s face as he realized what was happening.

      If I keep hold of the rope, I’ll pull Stannis off the log, dragging him to his death, she thought. I can’t do that.

      She looked at her hand. The metallic line was coiled around her wrist like a constricting snake. Focusing on her hand, Brianna tried to let go, but her fingers wouldn’t obey; panic ruled her body right now. Using every bit of will, she tried to stretch her hand open, but the fingers refused to move.

      Suddenly, Stannis leaped off the opposite side of the log, the foolish boy plummeting into the darkness.

      “What are you doing?!” Brianna’s voice was loud and ragged, her throat sore from her screams.

      As Stannis fell, he cast her a smile. “Hold on tight with both hands!”

      Brianna grabbed the line with both hands, squeezing so tight her knuckles turned white.

      The line grew tighter and tighter until . . . SNAP . . . the slack was gone, and their fall jerked to a stop. Brianna and Stannis hung on opposite sides of the log, each clutching the metallic rope as they swung back and forth.

      “What were you thinking? Was jumping off the log part of your plan?” Brianna gripped the cable with all her strength, her sweaty hands slipping a little.

      “Well, I couldn’t just let you fall.” Stannis smiled as he swung near. “If you fell into the ravine while holding my rope, you might—”

      “I might take you with me?”

      He laughed. “No, I thought you’d take my rope with you. I worked hard to make that rope.” Stannis laughed again. “How about we climb up and get back on top of the log?”

      With a nod, Brianna started climbing with Stannis, trying to keep their motions synchronized. But her hands were so sweaty she couldn’t get a grip.

      “I can’t do it; the line is too slippery.” Brianna’s voice had grown weak.

      “Okay, then I’ll climb up and somehow tie the rope off, so I can pull you up.”

      “There’s no place where you can tie it off. All the branches are gone. It’s impossible.”

      “I never thought I’d hear a giant give up. Isn’t there something about that in your Way-thingy. We were kicked out of Harmony before I got to the Way-class.” Stannis gave her a reassuring grin.

      Brianna nodded. “It’s called The Way, and it’s the LapisStone: ‘A true giant faces every obstacle with bravery and determination, and refuses to yield. A giant who surrenders is not a giant.’ My father used to make me recite the Stones of the Way over and over, so I’d learn them and live them . . . I thought it was pretty stupid.”

      Stannis swung closer and grabbed the rope above Brianna and held tight, so they’d be closer. “It seems like you learned the lesson in spite of the stupidity.”

      She laughed. “Reciting the line doesn’t mean you believe in the line. It’s just a bunch of silly words.”

      “You are gonna give up after all?” Stannis looked down at her, a sad expression in his blue eyes. “Remember what I said before we got on this log?”

      She shrugged, confused.

      “I said, if you stay, I stay. Well, now the saying is—if you fall, I fall. Only by counterbalancing each other can we hang here.” His voice became a whisper, but again, hard as steel. “If you die . . . I die.” His blue eyes bore into Brianna’s brown ones. “No matter what, we do it together.”

      “But I can’t, my hands are slipping and—”

      Suddenly, a scratching sound reverberated through the air. It felt as if something sharp was scraping against the metal rope. Brianna glanced upward, then laughed. Bailey was sliding down the cable, her brown and white tail wrapped around the line like a constricting snake, tiny claws slowing her descent. With a high-pitched bark, the tree ferret landed on Stannis’ shoulder.

      “Umm . . . what’s going on?” Brianna asked.

      “Why are you two down there?” a voice said from above; it was Rayel. “You should be up here instead.”

      “Thanks for pointing that out.” Brianna glared up at the dryad, but a warm smile from the dryad instantly extinguished her temper.

      “Hold on. We’ll have you up here in a minute.”

      Rayel stepped back and disappeared from view.

      Suddenly, the rope jerked upward, lifting the two kids closer to the log. It moved again and again, a loud grunting sound filling the air.

      “Stannis, it’s Davyd, he’s pulling us up.” Brianna’s voice grew hopeful again.

      “Just hold on tight.” Stannis let go of her rope and swung to the other side of the log, swaying back and forth. With each move upward, Stannis laughed as if he were enjoying the whole thing. Brianna wanted to get mad, but the joy in the boy’s voice was contagious. Soon, she was smiling as she watched the idiotic human chuckle and grin.

      They continued to move upward until Stannis reached the underside of the log. Using his free hand, he climbed up its curved side, chunks of bark falling into the void below. Once he was on the log, Brianna moved up faster, six hands now pulling her up. When she reached the tree, she gripped the cable tight then released it with her left hand, plunging her fist into the decaying wood to get a firm hold. At last, Brianna pulled herself upward. Hands grabbed the back of her leather armor and dragged her onto the log until she was lying face down on the tree, sweat pouring down her face.

      She rolled over and gazed up at the three faces staring down at her. Bailey jumped up onto her chest and barked, then licked her chin. The tiny animal’s tongue felt rough.

      Rayel laughed. “I think she likes you now.”

      “Great.” Brianna rolled her eyes. Davyd extended a hand and helped her to her feet. “I say we don’t do that again.”

      “That’s a great idea,” Stannis said. “I think we should—”

      A hungry growl floated across the ravine. Before any of them could turn, Rayel pulled out a dart and threw it past Brianna’s ear. It struck one of the TooLateWolves in the snout, chasing it off the log.

      “I think it best we get moving,” Davyd said. “Everyone grab hold of that rope, and let’s get off this tree.”

      Brianna grabbed the rope, her hand brushing against Stannis’. She looked up at him and wanted to say thanks, but he turned away, moving to the head of the group. For some reason, his height didn’t seem to bother her as much, his short-cropped hair and long rat-tail not so ridiculous anymore.

      With Bailey perched on Rayel’s shoulder, issuing a stream of angry barks at the wolves, the four companions moved across the tree. Brianna glanced momentarily down into the darkness, thinking what if, but instantly looked up, driving the thought from her head.

      What-ifs just devour courage. Her thoughts pushed the fear away, not because she wasn’t afraid, but because she was planning for success.

      “A giant who surrenders is not a giant,” Brianna muttered to herself and kept going one step at a time until they were finally on the other side.

      When she stepped off the log, Brianna glanced back at the terrifying abyss. For some reason, it didn’t seem as frightening as before . . . strange.

      “Let’s get moving. If we’re fast, we’ll be to the WasteLands by sunrise.” Davyd glanced at his companions. “You three think you can keep up with an old giant?”

      “Of course—” Before Stannis could finish the statement, Davyd took off running, his heavy feet pounding the ground, crushing the grass. The three kids glanced at each other, then chased the huge giant, heading to the most dangerous place on Phoenix.
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      Lesson from Hamadryad Sorbus to the SilverMaple Dryad children

      Plattsurg Forest, year 352 PLN

      

      Children, the Tree of Life is the most sacred tree in any Dryad forest. Mightier than every other tree, it soars high above the oaks and birches and even taller than the towering sequoias of the northern forests. Have you seen the sequoias? No? Well, someday, you’ll marvel at their height and realize they are but a small sibling to the magnificent Tree of Life. But the real value of the Tree is not in its height but in its roots. Stretching out in all directions, the roots burrow through the soil of Phoenix for hundreds of miles, touching every living plant in its path. They reach to the next dryad forest, the roots of our Tree becoming entangled with those of their Tree of Life.

      As the Hamadryad, I’m bonded to the Tree of Life, just like the previous Hamadryads before me. It’s been done like this for hundreds of years. This bond allows me to listen through the Tree of Life to other Hamadryads in distant dryad forest. Our thoughts flow through the roots, moving instantly across Phoenix. This is what binds us together into a single community of Dryads. The Oak Dryads and the Maple Dryads and even the stout TimberPine Dryads, though slightly different in appearance and attitude, are all part of one community, the DryadNation.

      This is our strength and our secret. We are one people without clan rivalries or territorial disputes, for the DryadNation is one nation. And in our unity is strength, so that we may serve Phoenix and all living things.
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        Year 374, PLN

      

      

      They entered the WasteLands just before daybreak, the smell of the Great SaltOcean growing stronger with every step. Brianna had read about the ocean. Some said it stretched for thousands of miles, but that seemed ridiculous to her. How can an ocean be that big? She looked forward to seeing it herself.

      In the darkness of night, the plant life of the Wastelands lay hidden, but now, with the sun’s yellow face shining down on them, their dismal surroundings became all too visible. The grass was a pale green, almost gray, and brittle to the touch. Bushes, with their leaves rustling in the breeze, bore long, pointy thorns, encouraging the leaf-eaters to stay far away. SufferingTrees seemed thornier, their crooked branches bending inward, toward the trunk as if the tree was trying to clench its spiny fingers. Thick TwoStepTrees stood intermixed with the Sufferings and the Danglers, their assortment of deadly, bright red fruits perched on the end of the low-hanging branches. Around the large trees, an array of dead animals lay on the ground, half-eaten fruits lying next to their open mouths. Brianna stared down in horror at the carcasses. It seemed as if they were slowly sinking into the dark soil around the base, the pungent odor of decay invading her senses with every breath. Rayel carefully stepped up to the tree and grabbed one of the crimson fruits.

      “What are those?” Brianna asked.

      The dryad held the fruit out. “These are extremely poisonous. After one bite, you’ll only make it as far as two steps before you’re dead.” She pointed at the ground. “You see the decomposing animal carcasses.”

      The giant nodded.

      “The ground will eventually absorb the animals and digest them, allowing the roots to pull in nutrients so that the tree can survive.”

      “That’s terrible.” Brianna glared at the tree, the stationary plant now her enemy.

      “True, but dryads use the poison in these fruits to tip our arrows.” She pulled out a handful of throwing darts and dipped each deep into the fruit, then put the darts back into her vest and tossed the fruit away.

      “Quit gawking at the trees and get over here.” Davyd’s voice boomed across the desolate landscape.

      The three kids ran to the SecondMaester, the giant hiding behind a huge, granite boulder. Brianna stood next to the giant and peered around the massive stone. A long bridge made of steel stood before them, a tall arcing curve of metal extending high over the structure. A strange, pale stone covered the surface of the bridge, painted lines barely visible in places. The bridge stretched across a body of water and ended at a scavenger city. Over the bridge’s entrance hung a green sign. Much of the sign was rusted and cracked, but the city’s name was barely visible in large white letters: NeyYok.

      Off to the right, a towering statue stood in the middle of the bay—a woman standing upon a pedestal, a book in her left hand, her other arm raised into the air, the right hand missing. Most of the buildings in NeyYok looked either partially crumbled or melted, their twisted steel skeletons still grasping up at the sky as if struggling for life, but there was little life in this city, only pain and despair.

      “That’s where we’re going, to the scavenger city of NeyYok.” Davyd moved behind the boulder and turned to the three kids. “Here’s what I know: scavengers mostly come out at night, so there will be hardly any of them on the streets in daylight. But if we do see any, we can just hide amongst all the empty buildings and debris; they’ll never see us.” He glanced around the boulder again. “You see that really tall building in the distance.”

      Brianna glanced around the boulder, Stannis, and Rayel doing the same.

      “Yeah, I saw it.” Brianna nodded. “What about it?”

      “That’s our goal,” ShieldBreaker continued. “The scavenger government meets there. We’ll go into the building and find proof that there’s a conspiracy underway at Harmony. In the underground passages, we’ll be able to hear what they’re saying. Maybe we’ll capture one of the scavs and take them back with us to Harmony.” He smiled, his crooked teeth peeking through all his whiskers. “I’m sure we’ll be able to encourage a scavenger to talk.”

      Brianna nodded.

      “Once we have proof, we can stop the conspiracy, and all of you will have cleared your names.” SecondMaester ShieldBreaker looked at each of the kids. “Well . . . are you with me, or does one of you have a better idea?”

      “Nope, we like your plan.” Brianna glanced at Stannis and Rayel, each nodding reluctantly.

      Stannis laughed. “You make it sound easy.”

      Davyd ShieldBreaker leaned toward Stannis and glared. Stannis lowered his eyes to the ground and stepped back.

      “There’s nothing easy about this, but if we’re quick and quiet and careful, we’ll be okay.” The SecondMaester leaned out and glanced at the bridge again, then pulled his warhammer out of its pouch and faced the three kids again.

      For the first time, Brianna noticed Davyd had tied the ShadowBeast’s fang to a leather cord and was now wearing it around his neck.

      “Come on . . . follow me.” The SecondMaester dashed around the boulder and charged down the gentle slope, running from tree to mound of rubble to crumbling stone wall, trying to remain unseen.

      Brianna followed the huge giant with Rayel at her side, Bailey loping along, occasionally leaping high in the air, her long, spotted body stretched out like a furry missile, then landing noiselessly on the ground.

      “Rayel, you never said how you ended up at Harmony,” Brianna said. “What did you do?”

      “Well,” the dryad laughed. “I come from one of the most powerful families in the Plattsurg Forest. We lived in one of the tallest trees, right next to the Tree of Life.”

      “So, you must have been important?” Stannis asked from behind.

      Rayel glanced over her shoulder and shook her head, her colorful locks dancing about. “My family is important in Plattsurg Forest, but not me; I’m a disappointment to them. I seem to have trouble keeping my mouth shut about a lot of things in our forest.” She laughed, but then became very serious. “I’m sure you noticed my freckles.”

      “Of course.” Brianna nodded.

      “They’re hard to miss,” Stannis said. “They’re beautiful.”

      Rayel curved around the trunk of a dead tree, her companions following. “Well, dryads don’t think so. Many kids have them when they’re younger; it’s a mark of shame for their family. To get rid of them, parents force their kids to go through a procedure, burning the freckles off their skin with chemicals. It’s an excruciating and expensive process; parents save money for years so that they can force their children through this terrible experience. They foolishly think erasing the freckles will erase the shame these spots put upon their family by DryadSociety.”

      “I take it you refused to do it?” Stannis asked.

      Rayel nodded. “Of course. In fact, when my parents told me I had to go through the SkinCleaning, not only did I refuse, but I spoke out publicly about the stupidity of the process while showing off my newly colored hair.” She ran her long fingers through her dreadlocks, smiling as if pleased with herself.

      Something moved through a bush, making noise. They all froze in place, Rayel pulling a poison dart from a pocket on her vest. Brianna approached the shrub, warhammer at the ready, ShieldBreaker at her side. But then, Bailey emerged from the foliage, a red berry in his mouth, stains of crimson around his snout. With a sigh of relief, Brianna tossed her warhammer over her shoulder, the weapon landing in its pouch.

      Stannis reached down and picked up the tree ferret, stroking her furry head. He glanced at Rayel. “So, I’m guessing your parents were upset with your hair and your public statements?”

      The dryad nodded. “The next day, I was in a wagon heading for Harmony.” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “My parents didn’t even see me off. It was just me, the driver, and a couple of dryad warriors to make sure I left our forest.” She sighed, her gaze focused on the ground, colorful locks of hair hiding her face.

      Yip, Bailey said softly, then leaped out of Stannis’ grasp and landed on Rayel’s shoulder. The tiny animal stuck her snout through the dreadlocks and licked the dryad’s cheeks.

      Raising her head, Bailey stroked Bailey’s back, the ferret purring, then wrapped her long tail around the dryad’s arm and barked again.

      “You must hate your parents,” Brianna said.

      Raley shook her head. “No . . . I understand why they sent me away. I’m sure I was an embarrassment to them, but I think they wanted what’s best for me as well.”

      “What’s best?” Brianna gazed at Rayel with sympathy in her eyes. “What could be good about being exiled to Harmony.”

      “I think they wanted me to learn how to do things without always butting heads with people.” Rayel looked up at Brianna. “Maybe they wanted me to learn how to cause change without causing chaos at the same time. I had hoped Harmony could give me that kind of wisdom, but since we’re about to go into the most dangerous city on Phoenix, I’m thinking that’s not an option anymore. So much for ever returning to Plattsurg.” She sighed.

      Stannis put a hand on Rayel’s shoulder and spoke in a soft voice. “My grandpa always says, ‘If what you want seems beyond your grasp, then maybe you need to reach for it from a different angle.’ Together, we could—”

      “You kids, be quiet, and get over here.” Even hushed, Davyd’s voice sounded like distant, rumbling thunder.

      Brianna moved toward SecondMaester ShieldBreaker, the giant crouching behind the remains of a large green sign, much of it rusted and crumbling apart.

      “Here’s the entrance to the bridge.” The SecondMaester pointed with a thick meaty finger.

      Brianna leaned forward and peeked around the sign. Sure enough, the entrance was right in front of them, the bent and crumbling structure stretching across black, polluted water to NeyYok.

      A trio of scavengers suddenly stepped out from behind the ruinous remains of a brick building. Each wore tattered and ripped clothing, the dirt and stains being the only thing holding the garments together. Mechanical devices grafted to their skin blinked with tiny red and green lights while other technology lay strapped to arms and necks. Unhealed sores and jagged scars covered much of their bodies.

      “I thought you said the scavs would be hidden away during the day?” Brianna whispered.

      “These three must be desperate to risk exposure to the sun.” Davyd shrugged. “I’m sure they’ll move on in a minute. Let’s just watch and wait.”

      The tallest of the scavengers held a device that beeped, a bright red light on top. He walked through the rubble, waving the thing at the debris, his eyes, one of them mechanical, focused on the light. Suddenly, the light changed from red to green.

      The scavenger pointed to a pile of metal. “Koulomb . . . check it out.”

      A shorter female stepped onto the pile. The scavenger pulled chunks of metal off the pile and tossed them aside, digging through the debris. Lying on her stomach, she reached into a hole, feeling around until she withdrew some piece of technology. Holding it up, she glanced back at her companion and smiled. “Weber, is this it?” Koulomb asked.

      Swinging the beeping device away, the light turned from green to red, but when Weber pointed it at the thing in Koulomb’s hand, the light returned to a bright green. He turned to look at Koulomb, the light turning red momentarily, but when the device was pointing directly at the scavenger, the indicator glowed green again.

      Weber smiled. “Its power cells are still working.”

      “Excellent, let’s get back and see if we can sell this for some food.” Koulomb stepped out of the pile of rubble and headed for the bridge, her two companions following, one of them rubbing at their eyes with a dirty hand.

      Brianna turned to Davyd. “What were they doing?” she whispered.

      “That thing in their hands is called a PowerSniffer.” He glanced around the edge of the sign, making sure the scavengers were leaving, then leaned back. “They use those things to find pieces of functioning technology in the ruins of this city. You heard what they said; they’ll trade that thing for food . . . it’s how they stay alive. The ColdHeat causes continuous damage to their fragile bodies. They need to gather any tech possible to stay alive.”

      “Will we be okay?” Stannis asked, his voice edged with fear.

      Davyd shrugged. “It depends on how long we stay in NeyYok. Giant exiles who come here and stay too long end up like those three scavengers, dependent on machines.” He smiled. “But I’m not planning on being here for long. We get in and get out.”

      “You seem to know a lot about scavengers,” Brianna said.

      “Of course, I do, I’m the SecondMaester of Harmony. It’s my job to know things so that I can teach younglings like yourselves.”

      Brianna nodded, but something nagged at her from deep within the recesses of her mind. Something didn’t quite fit, but she couldn’t tell what.

      “Okay, they’re gone. Let’s cross the bridge and get into NeyYok.” He glanced up at the sun; it was approaching its zenith. “I don’t think we want to be walking around in that city after dark if we can avoid it. Come on.”

      Pulling his warhammer from its pouch, the giant moved cautiously from behind the sign and approached the bridge. Rayel flashed Brianna a smile then followed. Bailey loped along next to her, her bushy tail kicking up clouds of dust with every swish. Stannis unwound his metallic rope and hung it over his shoulder, making it easy to wield and followed the dryad, leaving Brianna standing there, alone.

      The young giant watched her three comrades move from stone to pile of debris to fallen sign, trying to remain unseen, though that was difficult for Davyd—he was almost nine-foot-tall and big as a house. As she took a step and followed her companions, Brianna felt as if something significant was happening. When she crossed that bridge, she’d be changed—forever.

      Will I end up like those three scavengers, with tubes and mechanisms sticking out of my body? The thought terrified her, but for some reason, that wasn’t the change she feared. It was something else. A voice deep within her was screaming a warning, but Brianna just couldn’t quite hear it; it made her shiver. Something was wrong here, something dangerous, but it was just beyond her vision. Brianna wanted to stop and yell at the others, tell them her suspicions, but she didn’t even know what she was suspicious about, it was just . . . wrong, something was wrong. But Brianna had no choice. She had to continue—for her family who had discarded her, for the TreeAgate clan that had forgotten her, and for Harmony that had exiled her.

      With a shudder, she followed her companions as a cold, empty feeling of dread wrapped its icy fingers around her soul.
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      Lesson from General Schottky, leader of the ScavengerNation

      Graduation day, ScavengerSchool, year 372 PLN

      

      Be quiet, you kids and listen. I’ll say this to you only once; if you miss something and it costs you a few days without food, then that’s your problem.

      Okay, good. Now, being a scavenger means you’re resourceful. You know how to find working pieces of technology in NeyYok and trade them for food . . . that’s how you survive. Your training with PowerSniffers is now complete. Don’t lose yours; it’ll keep you alive. If you do lose it or break it, don’t ask for another one, because you won’t get it.

      When you get older, instead of trading the tech away, you’ll use your scavenger skills and transform it into something that’ll help keep you alive; that’s critical. A scavenger can make anything out of anything, that’s what we do, transform tech into something that’ll help keep our shattered bodies alive.

      If you’re good at searching, and you’re willing to go into the parts of NeyYok where the ColdHeat is the strongest, then you might find technology that’ll be worth more than just a day’s rations or a few insignificant lives. All of you know what I’m saying? That’s correct; it’s HighTechnology. That’s what all scavengers seek, the all-important HighTechnology, for it can help thousands of scavengers, and maybe even get us one step closer to our dream—leaving the WasteLands.

      We’ve put plans in motion, and hopefully, the day when we take over the cities of the ThreeRaces will finally be upon us. This plan was started 227 years ago by General Zener, and it is our honor to see it to completion. Have faith, good hunting, and remember TECHNOLOGY IS LIFE!
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        Year 374, PLN

      

      

      Brianna ran across the bridge with fear igniting every nerve. She felt totally exposed as if every set of warped and mechanical scavenger eyes in the city of NeyYok stared at her. Curving around the rusted remains of some kind of boxy thing, doors on one side flung open, she paused for a moment, hiding behind the crumbling frame as she scanned the bridge, looking for pursuit; so far, they were alone.

      “Brianna, hurry up.” Stannis waved her forward.

      She spun and chased after her friends, her warhammer bouncing about on her back. Breathing deep, Brianna took in the smell of the SaltOcean, the salty air almost cleansing the stench of rotten trash and dead fish floating in the water far beneath the bridge. The strange stone floor of the bridge shook under Davyd immense weight, his heavy footsteps hammering the bridge. Pieces of rust fell from supporting pillars with every crushing step, and Brianna took deep breaths to steady herself. This bridge was an old, rusted piece of ancient metalwork from an age when humanity valued machines more than they valued each other. And now, they were using it to enter the most dangerous city on Phoenix . . . this was insane.

      Ahead of Brianna, Rayel ran effortlessly, her feet barely sending up the dirt and dust into the air. When she encountered an obstacle, like one of the rusted square things with doors, instead of running around, she’d just run or leap over it, doing a spin or twist in mid-air before landing gracefully on her feet, a content smile on her acorn-colored face.

      Suddenly, Bailey skidded to a stop and growled. Brianna slowed to a walk, then stopped next to the tiny creature.

      “Rayel . . . something’s wrong with your pet here.” Brianna stared down at the creature as the fur on its tail puffed out, making the animal look twice as long.

      The dryad turned and glanced at Bailey, then reached into her pocket and pulled out a handful of throwing darts. “She senses danger.”

      Brianna grabbed the handle to her warhammer and pulled the weapon into her hands. “Where?”

      Rayel jumped up onto a steel support and scanned the bridge with her keen eyes. “They’re behind us. I see two of them hiding behind some debris; there’s probably more.”

      “We can take ‘em. Let’s fight.” Brianna pounded her foot on the pavement, then turned and faced back the way they came, looking for the scavengers.

      “No, we aren’t here to fight.” Davyd moved to Brianna’s side and put a hand on her warhammer. “We’re here to gather evidence on the scavenger’s plans. Fighting gains us nothing.”

      “It’s not about gaining something; it’s about honor.” Brianna frowned at the SecondMaester. “A giant never runs from an enemy—you should understand that.”

      Davyd ShieldBreaker stood up tall, his muscles bulging.

      “Let me try to clarify what the SecondMaester means,” Stannis said, trying to ease the tension. “We aren’t running from that enemy out there; we’re running toward our goal, which is their government buildings—right?”

      Davyd relaxed a bit and took a step back. “That’s correct. We need to learn their plans, and a fight right now will only slow us down.” He pointed to the sky. “Look, it’s noon. There’s only have a few hours of sunlight left, and we’ll never be able to navigate the ruins of this city at night. We must keep moving.”

      Brianna glanced at Rayel. The dryad nodded as did Stannis.

      “Fine.” She slung her warhammer back over her shoulder, dropping it into the leather pouch on her back, then stormed off, scowling at the SecondMaester as she passed.

      “Let’s go.” Davyd turned and ran, passing Brianna and speeding toward the end of the bridge, which was near.

      They ran in silence, the air thick with tension. Constantly glancing over her shoulder, Briana watched for pursuit, but her vision was nowhere near as sensitive as a dryad’s; she didn’t spot any scavengers but couldn’t shake the feeling of their warped eyes watching her. Brianna was sure they were near.

      When they reached the end of the bridge, Rayel scanned for their pursuers; there were now five of them, the mechanical devices attached to their bodies flashing under the afternoon sun.

      “They’re only at the middle of the bridge,” the dryad said. “I see five scavengers now, but we don’t need to worry about them. They’ll never catch us when we’re between all those huge buildings.” She pointed at the remains of the many skyscrapers lining the crumbling streets, then turned to Davyd. “Where to now?”

      “Follow me. I know right where the ScavengerCouncil meets. In all this rubble, we’ll be able to hide close by and hear their plans.” The SecondMaester stepped around a pile of twisted metal, the rusted tips like clawed fingers waiting to gouge the unwary.

      They moved along the streets, skeletal remains of massive buildings lining each side. Some of the constructions still retained walls of brick or stone, but those originally covered with glass were completely bare, the windows lay strewn across the strange black pavement. Over the centuries, the glass shards crumbled into sparkling grains, the tiny particles of sparkling sand glittering in the sunlight like a million stars. Distorted rodents of various sizes and shapes ran across the ground before the four invaders, the animals baring razor-sharp teeth as they bolted into the shadows.

      Something fell over in a building to the left, the sound startling them. Instantly, they all sought cover, Brianna’s warhammer ready for battle. She peered out from behind a pile of rubble and scanned the jumbled structure. Shattered remains of doors hung open, the interior of the building bathed in darkness. Shadowy shapes within the structure, formed by her imagination, resembled dark monsters waiting for the foolish to approach.

      “Rayel, do you see anything?” Stannis whispered.

      Brianna heard the dryad’s wooden beads jingle together; she was shaking her head.

      “Bailey, investigate,” the dryad said.

      Shooting off like a brown and white spotted missile, the tree ferret dashed into the building, Bailey’s tiny claws clicking as she scurried over shards of glass covering the floors, then nothing. The street grew completely quiet, the only sound being the gentle breeze flowing off the SaltOcean and the squeak of countless mice, or whatever they were. Those rodents were probably the most populous inhabitant of NeyYok.

      And then Bailey emerged, a small mouse with five legs hanging limp from its mouth.

      “There’s nothing there but animals.” Rayel stood from behind a pile of steel and stepped back into the street. “We need to keep moving.” She glanced at Davyd. “Which way?”

      “Follow me.” The giant took off running, the rest of them following close behind.

      As they ran, the streets grew darker; the remains of the tall buildings casting shadows on the road, blocking the sun. Brianna grew nervous at the thought of being in the open after sunset. Likely, the streets would be pitch black until the moon climbed high enough to cast any light on the ground.

      Davyd ran down one street, then turned at another, toward the streets covered with the most dust and debris. He navigated the city’s ruins as if guided by a map, though his hands were empty. He had said earlier his study of NeyYok was quite comprehensive, and his memory would get them to their destination—the tallest building still standing.

      They ran for hours, moving then hiding when sounds percolated from the dark remains of crumbled buildings. Occasionally, Briana caught sight of the towering structure, but only when the collapsed buildings nearby gave her a view. It was wide at the bottom but quickly narrowed as it climbed toward the clouds, the top of the building completely sheared off and lying on the ground near its base.

      “Don’t slow down, keep up.” Davyd’s words came out fast and impatient. “We’re almost there.”

      They turned down a street, this one swept clear of debris. Brianna was concerned about that. No dirt or dust probably meant the road saw frequent use, but right now, it was empty. Tall buildings line the street; a perfect place for an ambush. A shudder slithered down Brianna’s spine.

      Were there scavengers hiding in the buildings, waiting? she thought.

      “As I recall, the entrance to their government building is just up ahead, but we have to hurry; the sun’s about to set.” Davyd pointed to the sky. The brightest stars already pierced the dark blue canopy overhead.

      They sprinted down the middle of the street as the surroundings became darker and darker, each of the three kids running faster and faster as fear bubbled up within them. A breeze blew down the street, carrying with it strange sounds . . . a clink here, a rustle there. Brianna imagined scavengers trying to sneak up on them, the dark interior of the buildings around them easily able to hide their presence. It was terrifying. Pushing her legs, she ran faster, Stannis and Rayel doing the same.

      Finally, the entrance to the towering building was visible, a dark opening in the side of the looming structure of metal, brick, and concrete. Brianna glanced at the sign over the entrance before she entered the structure.

      “What a strange name for a building, pireStat.” Brianna tried to wipe some of the dirt from the sign to see it more clearly, but it just crumbled under her heavy hand, rust and age demanding their price.

      “Those who lived here before the GreatFire must have spoken a different language,” Stannis said.

      Rayel nodded.

      “Come on, you three.” Davyd grabbed Stannis and Brianna and pulled them inside. “The books I read told of a chamber underground where the scavenger leaders would meet. That’s where we must go.”

      “Underground, I can do that.” Brianna smiled. Giants were accustomed to navigating in tunnels and caves.

      Rayel, on the other hand, took a hesitant step forward, then stopped and grabbed a support beam with both hands. Dryads were used to living in the treetops, high off the ground, not in tunnels or caves.

      “I can’t do it.” She shook her head, her dreadlocks bouncing back and forth.

      “Yes, you can.” Stannis moved to her side. “We’ll do it together. My grandpa always says, ‘Fear has a way of disappearing when it’s shared with a friend.’”

      Brianna moved to her side. “Here,” she extended her hand. “You’re gonna hang on to my hand, and we’ll stay side-by-side. If I can cross a stupid, rotting tree over a deadly gorge, then you can do this, okay?”

      “Hurry,” Davyd hissed.

      The dryad looked into Brianna’s eyes, then nodded and let go of the beam, grabbing her strong arm instead. The three kids followed the SecondMaester down flights of stairs that led into the depths of the scavenger’s pireStat Building, the passage dark and cold. Brianna shuddered as though they were walking into a grave.
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      Brianna took a deep breath, hoping it would calm her fears. The air in the stairwell had a musky, unwashed smell, likely from the many filthy scavengers us it over the years.

      Strange glowing things, like large flat slugs, sat on the ground, enclosed beneath glass containers. The slugs gave off a soft blue glow, bathing the stairway with just enough light to avoid falling through holes in the floor or stumbling over debris. The oozing GlowWorms moved about in their glass prisons, occasionally eating from the pile of grass clippings lying within. As they passed, the radiant slugs pointed long antenna at them, tiny eyeballs at the end of each pair examining the trespassers with care.

      The party went deeper and deeper into the subterranean passages of the pireStat building. Many times, they passed rusted metal doors, the paint scratched and gouged by what could have been pointed claws or sharp tools. The doors were either stuck in the open position or lying on the ground, countless footprints marring their surface.

      Finally, after descending at least a dozen floors, SecondMaester stopped at a level where the door was completely missing. Steam billowed out of the entryway and collected at the ceiling, the occasional drop of warm water falling to the floor.

      “This is it.” Davyd pointed at the ceiling. “I remember the report from our scout mentioned the steam. We’ll be able to hear what the scavengers are talking about from in here.”

      “A giant scout made it down here?” Brianna asked.

      The SecondMaester nodded. “It was a long time ago. I found the report in the GiantArchives; it described this place perfectly.” He glanced at Brianna. “Come on, let’s get moving.”

      The giant ducked as he moved through the doorway, then glanced back at the three kids, motioning them to follow. As Brianna walked through, anger gripped her like clenched fingers; she was small enough she didn’t have to duck. My size finally an advantage.

      She glanced around at all the pipes extending in all directions. How could a giant scout have made it through the city, entered this building and found this floor? That seems a little strange to me. Brianna glanced at Stannis and Rayel, wondering if this seemed suspicious to them, but the two kids followed the SecondMaester, no hint of any concern on their faces.

      The room held some kind of heating device hidden amongst the pipes and walkways, the mechanism bubbling like a gigantic pot of boiling water. Steam leaking out of various pipes, at places accompanied by angry high-pitched whistling sounds, like the hissing lizards found in the high deserts. Will I ever see those lizards again?

      The room was huge, stretching out father than Briana could see. Pipes of all sizes and color lined the walls and floor, some extending through the floor and into the ceiling overhead; it reminded Brianna of the tangled VineForest in the deep south, something she’d only read about in books. The blue light from the GlowWorms gave it a mystical appearance, the pipes shining like magical, ethereal columns. At places, the pipes on the floor angled up to the ceiling, forming a wide arch that eventually plunged back down again; clearly, these arches were there for others to walk beneath.

      Voices trickled out of the many vents in the high ceiling overhead. They were angry voices, arguing over something Brianna didn’t understand. Some of the scavengers sounded metallic and strange.

      Suddenly, the shuffling of feet and the creak of metal floated through the doorway behind them.

      “This way, they’re in here,” a scratchy voice said.

      “Everyone, swords out,” said another. “We want them alive. It’s not any fun torturing a dead giant.”

      The other scavengers croaked with hoarse laughter.

      Bailey growled, then disappeared amidst the forest of pipes.

      “They’re behind us. Everyone, follow me and be quick about it!” Davyd took off running, his huge boots pounding the floor.

      Brianna’s footsteps, mixed in with her companions’, echoed off the pipes and machinery; it was as if they were coming at them from all directions . . . good, the scavengers wouldn’t know where they were.

      The SecondMaester took them through the maze of pipes. He jumped over some as he sped through the room, many of the pipes too hot to touch. Brianna had no idea where they were running to in the confusing maze of metal. Maybe it was a better idea just to stand and fight. She pulled her warhammer from its pouch and held it in her hands.

      “I’m tired of this.” Brianna slowed to a walk. “Giants don’t run, they fight.”

      “I don’t think now is the time to fight.” Stannis stopped to catch his breath. “We don’t know how many scavengers are chasing us.”

      “And they don’t know our number either.” She glanced at Davyd, an anxious expression on his hairy face. “It’s time we stood our ground. Let those scavs see what a warhammer can do.”

      “No.” Davyd stopped to Brianna’s side. “There’s an exit just up ahead. We can get out, then double back and still hear the scavenger plans.” The towering giant stared down at the girl. “If you stand and fight, here, you’ll get your friends killed. Escape is just ahead.”

      Brianna sighed. “Fine, let’s keep running.” She glared at the SecondMaester. “Lead on, Davyd, and I’ll follow.”

      The huge giant nodded. “Okay, follow me.”

      Davyd turned and sprinted through the pipe jungle, leading the three kids through the maze, the sounds of pounding feet and jangling weapons getting louder.

      How do they know where we are? Brianna thought. It’s as if they know—

      Davyd stopped at a dented orange door, the word DANGR barely visible through the dust and dirt. “Quickly, get inside before the scavengers get here.” He pulled on the door; it swung open easily as if frequently used.

      Brianna, Stannis, and Rayel bolted into the room just as scavenger shouts filled the air.

      “There they are,” the scavengers shouted. “Get them!”

      Their pursuers pounding footsteps filled the air.

      Davyd stepped into the room and closed the door behind, but left it open just a crack.

      Brianna scanned the room. It was a large cylindrical chamber with thick metal tubes sticking through the back wall, GlowWorms wriggling about on the curved walls. One of the pipes looked corroded and cracked, an occasional drip of foul-smelling green liquid coming from the end. At the center of the room was a pit at least fifteen feet deep and twenty feet across, a grid of metal covering the top to keep things from falling in. It seemed as if the pit was designed to catch whatever flowed from that corroded pipe. At the bottom of the pit were piles of bones, the remains a parched white.

      “Now, I see it!” Rayel exclaimed suddenly.

      “You see what?” Stannis moved to her side.

      “From that night, after the battle with those giants. You know . . . my memory.” The dryad smiled, then turned to the SecondMaester. “I can see the stone attached to that giant’s beard in the darkness.”

      “You can?” Brianna’s excitement filled her with hope. “What was it?”

      The dryad pointed at Davyd. “It was that Snowflake Obsidian stone.”

      Brianna turned to the SecondMaester, confused. Davyd reached up and rubbed his eyes and smiled. For the first time, all the pieces clicked together . . . Davyd ShieldBreaker never blinked his eyes; he had no fear of heights on the log; he kept that ShadowBeast tooth hanging around his neck. The SecondMaester knew right where he was going as he led them through NeyYok because . . .

      “It was you?” Brianna was confused.

      Davyd ShieldBreaker smiled at her.

      “I don’t understand.” She squeezed her warhammer tight, fury growing in the back of her mind. “The scavengers . . . you . . . the murder?”

      Davyd chuckled.

      Brianna gritted her teach, her mind shifting into battle mode. Her rage was about to explode. She squeezed the handle of her warhammer, ready to charge . . . but suddenly, the door to the chamber swung open. A tall scavenger stepped in, multiple devices piercing his skin. Around his neck hung the tiny skull of a snake, the fangs scratching at his shirt. Warrior after warrior filed in, each of them taking a position along the perimeter of the chamber. They all had multiple devices attached to their bodies, many with unhealed wounds. Brianna’s heart raced, her breathing getting shallow and raspy. Every one of her nerves felt aflame as fear coursed through her veins. The warhammer in her hands felt as if it were getting heavier and heavier, her legs shaking. She was terrified.

      Brianna and the others stepped backward, moving away from the entrance and onto the metal grid covering the hole, their weapons at the ready. The metal beneath them had a strange slippery feel, their footing uncertain. Brianna held her hammer at the ready as did Rayel with her staff, but Stannis just stood there, his metallic rope still wrapped around his waist.

      “Well, look what we have here . . . guests.” The tall scavenger bowed to them. “Allow me to introduce myself. I’m General Schottky, leader of the ScavengerNation. These brave soldiers around you are my bodyguards.”

      Brianna glanced around the room. Each of the scavengers held a vicious-looking sword, many rusted and chipped. They each wore some kind of trophy like their general, a claw here or small skull or long thorns.

      Davyd glanced at the three kids, then turned to General Schottky and bowed.

      “Scavenger Klystron, you did an excellent job bringing us these prisoners.” The general stepped forward and patted Davyd on the back.

      “Scavenger?” Brianna spat the word as if it were poison on her tongue. She glanced at Rayel and Stannis. Each glared at Davyd.

      “Thank you, sir.” The SecondMaester bowed again. “These three saw us duplicating one of the giants. I felt it best to bring them here so that we can question them.”

      “Good thinking, Klystron.”

      The general glanced at a  short, fat scavenger near the door and nodded. The chubby scavenger grabbed a lever and pulled it down. Suddenly, the floor opened beneath Brianna and her friends. The three companions fell to the bottom of the pit with a painful thud, the metallic grating closing up again over their heads.

      Brianna glanced at her companions, then turned and surveyed their surroundings. They were trapped, and there was no way out.
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      Brianna stared up at Davyd as he moved onto the metal grating. “I knew there was something wrong about you.” She pointed to the fang hanging around his neck. “Giants don’t take trophies; I should have realized it then. And you knew way too much about this city. The report you claimed to have read . . . that was a lie, wasn’t it?”

      The SecondMaester smiled. “One of many.”

      “Did you kill the real Davyd ShieldBreaker?” Stannis asked.

      “Of course.” Davyd, no, Klystron, laughed. “We can’t have two of them walking around. We always kill the target before duplicating them.” He stepped closer to the kids until he was directly over them. “We have replicants throughout Harmony as well as in the dryad forests and the cities of the humans. It’s a pity you three won’t have a good view of the Second War of the Races. NeyYok is much too far away to see the action.”

      “Second War of the Races?” Brianna glared up at the replicant. “What are you saying? There’s only been one.”

      “So far.” The giant-replicant smiled at Brianna; it was the smile of a predator before it consumed its prey.

      “So, everything you said on this trip was a lie?” Stannis asked.

      Klystron smiled. “Of course. How else could I get you away from Harmony? There was no mob waiting to execute you back at the school.” The replicant chuckled. “Besides, I couldn’t have anyone question you about what you might have seen that night.”

      “The things you said about FirstMaester WarGaze?” Brianna glared up at the replicant but was still confused.

      “I made all that up . . . or did I?” Klystron laughed again, this time louder. “Maybe everything I said was true . . . or was it?” The giant replicant smiled, then reached up and rubbed at his eyes, many of the other scavengers doing the same.

      “Stop taunting the prisoners and ask your questions,” General Schottky ordered.

      “Yes, sir, of course.” Klystron glared down at the three kids. “Did you tell anyone about what you saw?”

      “We have nothing to say.” Rayel leaped into the air jabbed at the giant with her staff, hitting him in the ankle. The giant quickly moved off the grating and stood near what looked like a door in the metal covering, a stout lock holding it closed.

      Klystron smiled and nodded. “Our replicant, Roland TreeBender, said he saw you kill the old giant . . . whatever his name was, not that it matters.”

      “He was called Willem GraniteFist, and you’re responsible for his murder.” Stannis pointed at the giant, his voice filled with anger.

      “Of course, I’m responsible for his murder; it was my idea.” Klystron smiled. “We had to get you to the WasteLands so we could ask you a few questions, and here we are.”

      “We aren’t answering any of your questions.” Brianna glared at the giant. “But why don’t you come down here and see if you know how to use that warhammer you carry.”

      “Haha, I would love to.” Klystron pulled the warhammer out of its pouch and pounded the heavy end on the grating. It made the lock holding the hatch closed dance and rattle. “I’ve seen you with your weapon. That thing is much too heavy for a puny giant like yourself. I would enjoy fighting you, but I have more important things to do. Harmony was only a test; the real invasion is next.” Klystron glanced at General Schottky and smiled. “It’s time we saw how much damage an army of replicants can cause.” He laughed. “This is gonna be fun.”

      “Your taunts bore me.” Brianna’s voice boomed with confidence, but the butterflies in her stomach reminded her of the fear enveloping her soul. This scavenger plans to cause more death and destruction with his replicants, she thought. We have to do something.

      “This is your last chance, MineShaker.” Klystron pounded his warhammer on the steel hatch, the lock bouncing about. “Did you tell anyone about what you saw that night?”

      “Yeah, we told everyone.” Stannis moved to Brianna’s side. “And when you get back to Harmony, they’ll be waiting for you with a huge army. You don’t stand a chance.”

      Klystron and the other scavengers laughed.

      “You are a poor liar, boy.” General Schottky gave Klystron a nod.

      “Since you have nothing to say, I think it’s time to go. I don’t plan to be here when the boiling hot acid pours into this cooling pit.” He glanced at General Schottky and gave him a snappy salute.

      Brianna lifted her hammer and pounded it on the dirt floor of the pit, getting everyone’s attention. “You can be certain, Davyd ShieldBreaker, or whatever your name is, I will find you and pay you back for all the misery you’ve caused.”

      Klystron laughed. “Unless you learned to fly and can squeeze through the tiny openings in this grate, I doubt it.” He gave her a malicious grin, then left the room.

      The scavenger leader stepped onto the covering and peered down at the three prisoners. “I can save you from the acid, but only if you have something useful to tell me.” He pointed at a glass tube on the wall, numbers one through ten etched on the side. Inside it was a dirty green liquid, the level slowly rising. “When the acid in that tube reaches ten, it’ll pour into this pit and devour every bit of living tissue. You can see by the bones on the ground, the last batch of giants in there were not very helpful.” He laughed. “You giants are too proud and too stupid to admit defeat. I hope your friends will be smarter and tell us what we want to know.” He glanced at a short, fat scavenger then pointed to the hatch near the edge of the pit. “Open it.”

      The scavenger pulled a key from his pocket and ran to the hatch. Fumbling with the key, he opened the lock, then flung open the hatch and stepped back.

      General Schottky unclipped one of the many devices on his belt and tossed it through the opening, then gestured for the fat scavenger to close and lock the hatch again.

      “This is a SpeakingBox.” The general pointed to an identical one hanging on the belt of the fat scavenger. “If you press the button and speak, your jailer here, Cree, will hear you and stop the acid from slowly dissolving your bodies. But you better have something interesting to tell us, or your end might be a bit painful, isn’t that right, Cree?”

      The fat scavenger smiled, his metallic teeth shining in the artificial light of the GlowWorms.

      “If you have any desire to live, then tell us who knows about our replicants at Harmony. . . someone will hear, that is, if it’s not too late.” The general laughed a harsh, coughing laugh, then adjusted a device grafted into his ribs until the coughing stopped. He waved his hand over his head, and instantly, the other scavengers filed out of the room.

      “I suspect we won’t see each other again, unless you have something interesting to say.” Schottky gave them an evil grin, then turned and left the room, slamming the door closed behind him.

      Brianna was stunned. She’d only been away from StoneHold for a few days and look where she was now. Glancing around at their prison, Briana stared the bones at one side, showing their fate. She thought about that friendly dryad history teacher, Jasmin, who had stood up to those two giants in class. An image of the human girl’s face, Samantha, sprang to mind. She could have been friends with that girl if she had let her in. There were so many things she could have done differently, but her anger and pride had always gotten in the way.

      Brianna sighed. “I never thought it would end like this, with a pointless death. This is a giant’s nightmare.” She sat on the ground next to her warhammer and held her head in her hands. Tears formed in her eyes, but she refused to set them free; a giant doesn’t cry in front of their enemy, and she could feel them out there, waiting for her and her friends to beg for mercy. For the first time in her life, Brianna MineShaker had no idea what to do.

      This was indeed the end.
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      Something pounded on the wall of the chamber from outside, the metal walls ringing like a gong.

      “If you kids have something to say, you better speak up.” The jailor sounded as if he were just outside the door. “I’ll be taking a nap out here. I’d hate to miss your pleas for mercy.” He made a scratchy, crackling laugh then pounded his fist on the wall again.

      Brianna glanced at her companions then surveyed their prison. The bubbling liquid in the glass indicator sat at three but slowly inched upward, the countdown timer marking how much longer they had to live. She moved to the pile of bones on the far side and stared down. It looked as if the poor souls had sat on the ground, backs against the wall, their skeletons huddled together, defeated. Likely they sought companionship in their final hours, trying to hold back the flood of terror crashing through their minds. Brianna moved a little closer. There were colored stones on the ground as well as a couple of warhammers, skeletal hands wrapped around the IronWood handles.

      Rayel said something to her, but Brianna didn’t listen. Her heart seemed to ache as an overwhelming sadness infected her soul, making it difficult to hear what they were saying . . . or even care.

      Reaching down, she pulled away the charred remains of some leather armor, revealing the colored rocks.

      “They’re TreeAgate.” The shock of it felt like a punch to the gut. “These giants were from my clan, and soon, I’ll be with them.” Brianna’s posture slumped as her vacant stare looked at nothing, a dark veil of despair settled over her mind.

      Loud snoring floated into the chamber from outside; their jailor had fallen asleep.

      Brianna lifted the two stones, a long leather cord tied to each. Clenching one in each hand, she stared up at the trapdoor mounted in the metal bars stretching across the pit; it might as well have been on the moon.

      Putting the stones in a pocket, she collected the two giants’ warhammers and walked back to her friends. One of the weapons had the ornate design of a pair of curving ram’s horns carved into the head, one on each end, while the other hammer was plain and rusted; a peasant’s hammer with a weak, oaken handle. These two giants, an aristocrat and the lowest member of GiantSociety, had met the same fates together, as equals, even though the rules of GiantSociety had kept them separated all their lives.

      She set the hammers on the ground, then looked at the skeletons again. Their hands lay clasped together, bony fingers intertwined, skulls turned away from the deadly pipe at the far end of the enclosure. These two had surrendered to their fate and chose to die on their knees; this was not the giant way.

      “A giant who surrenders is not a giant,” she quoted from the LapisStone.

      “What’s that?” Rayel asked.

      Brianna glanced at the dryad. “These two just gave up and sat down, letting death sweep over them. That’s not how a giant chooses to die. A giant remains on their feet when they face death. They must be standing tall when they see the faces of their Fathers, not groveling in the muck.”

      “Does it really matter?” Rayel leaned her staff against the dirt wall and sat, then stared up at the trapdoor directly overhead and out of reach.

      Brianna shrugged. “I don’t know if it matters. Right now, I don’t know if anything matters.”

      Stannis took a step closer to Brianna, staring at her with his bright blue eyes, his gaze seeming to penetrate her very soul. It felt almost invasive, as if he could see her for who she really was within her gruff exterior. She quickly glanced away.

      “So, you think those two lost souls should have stood tall and faced their death like giants?” Stannis asked. “Is that what you plan on doing . . . you want to be like all the other giants all of a sudden?”

      “No, I want to be me, but sometimes, I mean, well, it’s confusing.” She glared back at Stannis, frustration pushing through the sadness.

      “It all seems kinda pointless now, don’t you think?” An expression of hopelessness spread across Stannis’ face. “Maybe we should just tell them something on that SpeakingBox over there.” He pointed at the device, the tiny red light on the top glowing blood-red.

      “NO!” Brianna walked to the box, pulling out her own warhammer. She stared at her weapon a moment, the beauty of the swooping curves and spirals carved into the side in strange contrast to the sharp spike at the top. This was the weapon of a legendary giant, yet her father gave it to Brianna as if he were ashamed of it, and her. FirstMaester SteelClaw knew something about the hammer and its original owner but failed to tell her the whole story. The crimson light at her feet winked on and off, grabbing her attention. Brianna gripped the handle tight, then brought it down with all strength, crushing the SpeakingBox into the dirt floor. The hammer made a strange sound as if something were loose inside.

      “Don’t you think you should have discussed that with us first?” Rayel asked, a bitter edge to her words.

      “That SpeakingBox wouldn’t have made any difference. They’d have left us down here to die after we told them what they wanted to hear.” Brianna kicked the debris across the pit as she glanced up at the trapdoor overhead. That was their only way out.

      Holding the end of the handle, she shoved her hammer upward, smashing into the hatch with a thundering crash. The lock at the edge of the door rattled against the metal grating.

      “Hey, quiet down in there,” the jailor complained.

      Brianna ignored the scavenger and did it again and again, using every ounce of strength, but the lock held fast. Each time, that loose thing inside her hammer rattled about.

      “Keep it down in there, unless you have something to say that’s useful.” The jailor’s scratchy voice echoed off the metal walls.

      Trying it one more time, Brianna crouched, then leaped into the air. At the same time, she threw her hammer upward. The spike at the top of the weapon tore a deep gouge into the metal, but the trapdoor held. When her hammer fell to the ground, a cracking sound came from the weapon as a tiny piece of metal fell off the head. Kneeling, she grabbed the piece. It was perfectly rectangular, the edges polished to a bright finish. Pulling the hammer to her, she looked to see where the sliver of iron had fallen off. To her surprise, she found a dark opening in the side of the weapon. What looked like a thin, leather book stuck out of the gap, the binding faded and cracked with age. Pulling the book out, she replaced the metal covering and pounded it into place with her fist.

      Gathering her weapon, she moved to Rayel and sat at her side.

      “The acid is now up to four,” Stannis said. “We need to figure a way out of here.”

      Brianna sighed. “I can’t open that trap door, and even if I could, how are we gonna get up there? It’s too high. We can’t reach.”

      “So, you’re giving up, like Rayel?” Stannis glared down at the two girls.

      She shrugged and sat down next to the dryad.

      “What about ‘A giant stays on their feet when they face death’? You sounded sincere when you said it, but now you’ve surrendered.” Stannis kicked Brianna’s boot, but she didn’t respond. Instead, the giant lowered her gaze and started flipping through the tiny book.

      Growling with frustration, Stannis pulled his metal rope from his waist. He tossed the line up to the grating, wrapping it over a metal bar. Pulling the rope through, he threw it again and again, wrapping the cable multiple times around the grating. With a smile, he reached up and started to climb. He made it a foot or two off the ground before the cord slipped free and slid back to the ground. The grating was too slick.

      He tried again, but the same thing happened; the rope just couldn’t hold tight.

      “That’s not working, Stannis.” Rayel’s voice had lost the bright, defiant edge to it, and now just sounded sad.

      Stannis scowled as he glanced down at his metal rope lying on the ground. “That’s the only way we have to get up there to the hatch, but the grating is just too slick; it’ll never hold us.”

      He sighed, his posture slumping as a look of defeat spread across his face. Coiling the metal rope around his waist again, he chose a spot on the other side of Rayel and slumped to the ground.

      “This is a diary,” Brianna exclaimed.

      Neither Stannis nor Rayel responded, both lost in contemplation of their impending deaths.

      “This is a diary from one of my Fathers, someone named Jaek WildSeeker.” The giant flipped through the pages. “I remember the name WildSeeker when my father had me recite the names of all my ancestors.” She turned the page. “Apparently, he was a ship’s captain and had been on an expedition when he was writing this diary.”

      “Whatever.” Stannis stared at Brianna, a defeated look on his face, then lowered his gaze back to the ground.

      Brianna flipped through the small book, reading entry after entry.

      “He was on an expedition to map out the eastern coast,” she whispered to herself. “Looks like he ran into some trouble with . . . oh no.” She turned the page and read on, watching the adventure in her head as Jaek and his crew’s situation went from bad to worse. Fear and grief resonated in her ancient Father’s words. Terrible things happened to Jaek and his giants, with many of his crew getting injured or worse. How did they keep going? Why not just turn around and go back? And then she saw the answer. Jaek knew the stakes were huge, and failure would cost the lives of thousands. He had no choice; he had to keep trying, even if it meant his death.

      “But how will he stop them?” Her words were even quieter now, tension making her voice quiver. “They don’t have a chance unless . . .”

      And then she saw the answer. Her ancient Father did something no giant would ever do. He broke all the rules by being the giant Jaek knew he had to be, even if it went against The Way.

      “Stannis, Rayel, you won’t believe what I’m reading in this diary. My ancestor, Jaek WildSeeker was forced to—”

      “We’re trapped in here,” Stannis pointed to the glass tube, “and boiling acid will soon pour all over us, and you’re talking about a diary? Who cares?”

      She was shocked. Stannis was the most positive person she’d ever met, and now he’d given up . . . because of her.

      Standing, Brianna moved to the center of the pit, facing away from the other two. Her chest ached, and she wanted to weep, but she refused; giants don’t cry, that’s what her father used to say when Brianna was young. A dark sadness filled her soul. “It’s all my fault,” she whispered to herself. “They’re here because of me, and now they’re gonna die.” The giant glanced down at the diary and flipped to the last page. There, Jaek MineShaker left an inscription:

      
        
        To the future children of our family, know this: There are times when you should act like a giant, and there are times when you should not.

        Being a giant doesn’t mean blindly following the Way. It means using your strength to help others, but it also means using your mind. Don’t just think like a giant, think like you. Help those around you, always. Use your strengths in ways no one else can, by being the best YOU possible. Do these things, and you’ll become more than you ever thought possible.

        I chose a course of action that saved thousands of lives, but in doing so, broke many of the rules in The Way. I knew this but did it anyway. That’s why they Named me Wallace Rule Shaker, because I broke all the rules. But at my Naming ceremony, the Giant Council wanted to hide what I had done, so now I’m called Wallace MineShaker instead. If you’re reading my diary, then you must have my warhammer. Use it wisely and with compassion, for it can save lives as well as take them.

        — Jaek WildSeeker, Named Wallace Rule Shaker, but called Wallace MineShaker, year 162 PLN

        

      

      The words rolled through her mind like an approaching storm. Here was one of her Fathers speaking to her from the past, saying what Brianna had felt for a long time.

      “Being a giant doesn’t mean blindly following The Way.” Her voice was but a whisper.

      “What was that?” Stannis asked, his gaze still focused on the ground.

      “This diary, it’s from one of my ancient Fathers, Wallace MineShaker. It tells how he broke all the rules of The Way to save thousands of lives.”

      “That sounds like something you would do.” Stannis looked past Rayel and smiled at Brianna.

      “You think?”

      “I know.” Stannis nodded. “That’s why you didn’t fit in at Harmony, but you fit in with us because you’re just like us.”

      Rayel glanced at the giant and nodded.

      “You don’t need people telling you who you’re supposed to be, that’s ridiculous.” Stannis stood and moved to Brianna’s side, staring at her with his blue eyes filled with compassion. “You already know who you are. You just haven’t come to terms with it.”

      Stannis’ confident words pierced Brianna’s soul.

      Here is someone who actually understands me, Brianna thought, not the giant on the outside, but the real me hidden within. She looked up at Stannis, a smile slowly creeping across her face.

      “Tell me who you are, Brianna MineShaker,” Stannis said. “Tell me who you really are.”

      The giant cast her eyes to the ground with uncertainty, her voice weak. “Well, I’m Brianna MineShaker, and I’m from the TreeAgate—”

      Stannis shook his head, the long strand of hair flinging back and forth across his back. “That’s not who you are, that’s just a label. Who’s the real you, deep down inside. You’ve been hiding that giant from everyone else, but you don’t have to hide it from your friends.”

      Brianna scowled as she contemplated the question, her head lowering to the ground. Who am I really?

      Thoughts buzzed through her head like leaves in a hurricane, flashing past too quickly to catch. But then something emerged from the storm, and it brought the giant a feeling of calm contentment.

      “I’m not the warrior giant who craves fame . . . that’s not me.” She raised her head a little higher. “I’m not the giant who has to prove to everyone around me that I’m good enough; I don’t care what they think.” She raised her head higher, so she was staring straight into Stannis’ bright blue eyes. There was a little hint of green in one of them; she’d never noticed that before. “I’m the giant who is gonna help others, no matter how difficult the obstacle or how dangerous the task.” Brianna stood tall, her voice ringing with confidence. “It’s time for me to be the giant I want to be, but first . . .” Brianna bowed to her two companions, pounding her chest twice, showing HighRespect. “At Harmony, I was only focused on myself and my anger at everyone around me. I didn’t really notice you two helping me. Now you’re stuck here because of me.” She bowed her head lower and pounded her chest again. “I’m sorry.”

      Rayel stood and reached out, lifting Brianna’s head, so they were looking eye to eye. “It’s no big deal. I was planning on having boiling acid poured over me anyway.” The dryad chuckled.

      “Yeah, me too,” Stannis added.

      Brianna took Rayel’s hand in hers, then took Stannis’ as well. His felt soft in her hand. “I’m tired of just sitting around here, waiting to die.” Brianna glared up at the grating overhead.

      Suddenly, a high-pitched bark echoed through the room. Bailey stood on the grating, staring at Rayel, getting ready to jump down. In her mouth, she held a small knife. The tiny creature dropped the blade through the bars then barked again. Tumbling through the air, the knife stuck into the ground at the dryad’s feet.

      A maelstrom of ideas burst into existence within Brianna’s mind. She glanced around at all the items in the pit: the warhammers, the knife, the metal rope, the bones. The puzzle pieces slowly assembled themselves in her mind as she came up with a solution that didn’t involve just standing and fighting, or facing death bravely, or doing some other pointless giant-type thing. Instead, she was going to get Rayel and Stannis out of this pit using a solution that only Brianna MineShaker, the giant-who-was-not-a-giant when it was necessary, could pull off.

      “This is the kind of giant I want to be.” Brianna’s voice was barely a whisper, but the words thundered through her soul. “I’m Brianna RuleShaker, and I’m not done fighting for my clan, for Phoenix, and for my friends.”

      She picked up the knife, she spun it across the palm of her hand, then twirled it between her fingers like an expert.

      “It’s not a giant thing, but I don’t care, I like knives, and I’m good with them.” Brianna smiled, the flames of hope now burning within her.

      “What are you doing?” Stannis asked.

      “What am I doing? Let me show you.” Brianna bent over and picked up the ram’s horn warhammer. At the center of the handle, she started to cut with the knife, digging a deep groove into the IronWood.

      “I’m done with trying to prove to others what I’m not. I am who I am, and I’ll be proud of that.” She stopped cutting and stared at Stannis. “Thank you for helping me to see the truth about myself.”

      Stannis gave her a warm smile, his blue eyes seeming as bright as a cloudless sky.

      “If you have a plan, you better hurry.” Rayel glanced at the indicator on the wall. “The acid is up to seven now.”

      “No worries.” Brianna smiled at the dryad. “I think it’s time we got out of here.” She pointed up at the tree ferret. “You think Bailey is good enough to steal something for us?”

      “Good enough?” The dryad stood, her face creased with anger. “She’s the best, and I won’t have anyone think otherwise.”

      “Okay then. I have a plan to get out of here.” She finally cut through the wooden handle. Dropping the pieces, she picked up her own warhammer and started cutting through the handle.

      “What are you doing?!” Stannis grabbed at Brianna’s wrist. “I thought warhammers were precious to every giant. You can’t cut yours in half!”

      “They are precious to us, but a warhammer is a tool, and that’s all.” Brianna gently brushed the boy’s hands away and continued carving. “This tool here is gonna get us out of here, that is if Bailey can steal what we need her to steal.”

      Rayel stood and smiled. “Taking things that aren’t hers is one of Bailey’s specialties.”

      “I think I can get us out of here, but . . .”

      “But what?” Stannis took a step closer.

      “But, I need both of you to help me.”

      A huge smile spread across Stannis’ face, his crystal blue eyes staring at the giant. “My grandpa once said that—”

      Brianna held up a hand, silencing the boy. “Let me tell you what my mother once told me. She said, ‘Friends will always help you in your darkest hour.’ It seems pretty dark in here.”

      “Are you saying that we’re . . .”

      The giant nodded. “My friends call me Bri.”

      “How many people call you that?” Rayel smiled a joyous smile.

      “Besides my mother, only two.” Brianna pointed at Rayel and Stannis.

      Rayel jumped up and down, screaming, then wrapped her long arms around the giant’s waist, hugging her tight. Stannis laughed a loud belly laugh, filling the chamber with joy, then he too wrapped his arms around Bri.

      “Okay, okay, I need to breathe.” Brianna pushed her new friends back, uncomfortable for some reason with Stannis’ arms around her. But when she looked at him, she had a hard time pulling her eyes from Stannis’ beautiful blues. She shook her head, dislodging the strange feeling, then glanced up at the glass tube. “The acid is up to eight; we don’t have much time.”

      “What do you need us to do, Bri?” the other two said at the same time.

      Brianna smiled. “Here’s what I’m thinking,” Brianna explained her plan. Rayel chuckled, and Stannis just stared at her, beaming with pride.
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      “Rayel . . . now,” Briana shouted. The acid level was approaching nine.

      The snores of the scavenger jailor resonated through the room.

      Brianna took one of the pieces of IronWood and drove it into the dirt wall, pounding it deep with her now-shortened warhammer. Using it as a step, she stood on it then drove another into the wall, this one higher. Jumping down, she motioned for Rayel to climb up. The dryad stepped up onto the IronWood handle then climbed up to the next one, her face now pressed against the overhead grating. “Bailey, go get the keys.”

      The animal gave off a soft bark then disappeared through a rusted hole in the wall of the chamber. In seconds, they could hear a jingling of metal, then the scraping of something being dragged across the floor. Bailey squeezed through the small hole and appeared next to Rayel, a rusted keyring in her mouth.

      Reaching through the overhead grating, the dryad took the keys from the tree ferret and inserted the key in the lock and turned. At first, it didn’t move. The mechanism, like most of the WasteLand, was rusted and decayed. Turning harder, she was greeted at last by a loud click. The lock snapped open. Pulling it loose, Rayel smiled at her companions, then jumped back down to the ground, her landing graceful and silent as usual.

      Brianna stepped up onto the makeshift steps, staying close to the wall so the handles wouldn’t break. Climbing to the second, she pressed her hands to the heavy steel door and pushed. Slowly, it opened, the hinges creaking and groaning. When the trapdoor was open far enough, she grabbed hold of the edge and pulled herself through the opening.

      Rayel climbed up the steps, handing Brianna the pauper’s warhammer, which she set on the ground, then offered her friend a hand. She glanced at the indicator on the wall.

      “Hurry, Stannis, the acid is almost at ten.” Brianna lay on her stomach and extended her hand through the opening, reaching for the boy.

      Stannis stepped onto the first handle.

      A cloud of foul-smelling steam floated out of the overhead pipe, making it painful for Brianna to breathe.

      The boy climbed to the second handle and was about to grab Brianna’s hand when he stopped. He glanced at Brianna’s arms, then smiled. “I have an idea. I’ll be right back.”

      “What are you doing?” Brianna exclaimed. She glanced at the corroded pipe overhead. A putrid-looking greenish-brown liquid started to drip into the pit. “The level is at ten. The acid is starting to drain from the pipe. You have to get out of there.”

      “Just a second.” Stannis jumped to the ground and raced to the two warhammers, their handles cut in half. He picked them up and streaked back to the trapdoor. Holding both weapons precariously in one hand, he climbed the first step, then handed the warhammers up to Brianna. “Take them!”

      “Just get up here.”

      “Take the hammers!” Stannis was almost yelling.

      With a sigh, Brianna took the weapons, then reached down for her friend’s hand. Suddenly, the ironwood handle under Stannis’ feet shattered, the boy tumbling to the ground.

      “STANNIS!” Brianna shouted.

      “What’s going on in there?” The scratchy voice of the scavenger sounded annoyed at being woken from his nap.

      “Don’t worry, Brianna, I’ll take care of the scavenger.” Rayel twirled her staff over her head. “You just get Stannis out of there, fast.” She reached for the door, then glanced down at the tree ferret. “Bailey, eyes.”

      The animal disappeared through the rusted hole as Rayel opened the door.

      Brianna turned back to Stannis. Acid was now pouring into the pit, the terrible-smelling liquid bubbling, giving off toxic steam.

      “Stannis, toss the end of your rope up here . . . I’ll grab it.”

      The boy nodded, then unwound the rope and threw one end through the opening. Brianna grabbed it, then tossed it over a metal beam overhead. Catching the free end, she glanced down at Stannis.

      “Grab hold!” Brianna shouted.

      Grabbing the metallic line with both hands, she pulled with all her strength. The sounds of fighting drifted into the chamber, but it only lasted a few seconds, then was followed by a loud thud. The muscles in her arms bulged outward. Driving her boots into the metal floor, she pushed herself backward, dragging the rope with her. Brianna inched across the floor, pulling her friend closer and closer to freedom, and farther from death. Acid was now pouring from the pipe, the level in the pit rising fast, faster than she could move backward.

      “We’re not gonna make it.” Brianna’s words like a moaning plea.

      “Yes, we are,” a voice growled from behind.

      Suddenly, Rayel put her arms around Brianna’s waist and pulled.

      “We can do this,” the dryad whispered. “Just don’t give up.”

      “Never!”

      The two of them pulled on the rope together, lifting Stannis upward until . . .

      A hand grabbed the edge of the grating, followed by a muscular arm. For a brief moment, nobody moved, then a short-cropped blond head emerged from the opening, a smile on Stannis’s face.

      “Hi everyone.” He laughed, then dragged himself out of the pit, the metal line still wrapped around his wrist.

      Brianna dropped the line and rushed to his side, helping the boy to his feet.

      “Are you okay?”

      He nodded.

      “Why did you go back into the pit? That was stupid.” Brianna clenched her fist and slugged Stannis in the arm. “I was so worried. You could have died.”

      “I have to agree with Bri on this point,” Rayel added.

      “I needed to get those two warhammers.” Stannis pointed to the weapons lying on the ground.

      “Their handles are cut in half . . . they’re useless.” Brianna bent down and picked up the two weapons, one in each hand.

      “When I was climbing out of the pit, I suddenly realized your problem.” Stannis reached into his leather shoulder bag and pulled out a wide piece of leather. Taking one of the hammers from Brianna, he wrapped the handle with the leather bands.

      “Really, you figured out all my problems?” Brianna asked. “Please enlighten me.”

      “Your problem is leverage.” Stannis smiled as if he’d just revealed some grand secret.

      “Leverage?” The giant shook her head, confused.

      “Yep, leverage.” Stannis handed the hammer back to Brianna, then took the other one. He wrapped that handle with another piece of leather. “You see, your difficulty with the adult warhammers is that you’re not strong enough to use them effectively like other giants.”

      “I know that of course, but I refuse to—”

      Stannis held up a hand, silencing the giant. “It’s not the weight that’s a problem. It’s that the handle is too long. With a shorter handle, you can swing these weapons twice as fast as a giant with a full-sized warhammer.”

      Brianna nodded, swinging one of the shortened hammers through the air.

      “You can’t stand toe-to-toe with another giant and fight the way they fight—you’ll lose.”

      The giant sighed. “I know.”

      “So don't fight like them like that. Fight the way Brianna MineShaker fights—with speed and agility.” Stannis handed the second warhammer to his friend. “They’ll swing their warhammer once while you’re hitting them five times.”

      Brianna nodded, taking in the information.

      “Be the giant you want to be, not the one everyone else wants.” Stannis put a hand on her shoulder, and Rayel did the same.

      Brianna smiled. “Thank you for these.” She held them over her head, banging the metal heads together. “Let’s get out of here. I want to get back to Harmony as fast as possible. We need to stop Davyd from—”

      “He’s not a giant, he’s a scavenger replicant, and his name is Klystron.” Rayel spat the name as if it were poison on her tongue.

      “Right . . . Klystron.” Brianna looked at the two weapons in her hands then banged them together again. “I need to introduce that scavenger to my new toys here.” She looked at her two friends and scowled. “We aren’t gonna let that monster hurt any more people. I don’t care if they’re giants, or humans, or dryads, they are all under my protection.”

      “You mean our protection,” Rayel said.

      Brianna nodded. “I’m looking forward to meeting Klystron again, but this time, I’ll have my friends at my side.”

      “Absolutely,” Stannis and Rayel said.

      YIP YIP, Bailey added.

      Brianna smiled, then knelt and patted the tree ferret on the head. The animal licked her hand.

      “It’s time we brought some pain to those replicants.” The giant scowled.

      “We?” Rayel glanced at Stannis and smiled. “You don’t use that word very often.”

      “I do now.” Brianna put a hand on Rayel’s shoulder, then glance at Stannis, her attention drawn to those bright blue eyes. “I can only attack a huge army of scavengers when I have my friends at my side.” The giant pushed the door to the room open. “Let’s go.”

      She stepped out of the now toxic chamber. Outside, she found an unconscious scavenger on the ground, an ugly bruise on the side of his head, and saliva dripping from his eyes.

      “This guy had lots of things in his pockets.” Rayel bent over and picked up something with a small indicator light on the end. “This was one of those PowerSniffers we saw before crossing that bridge.”

      “Maybe we can use that to find other scavengers hiding at Harmony.” Brianna took it from the dryad and shoved it in a pocket.

      “This one must be some kind of weapon.” Rayel grabbed another piece of tech. This one had two sharp prongs on one end, a single button on its face. When she pressed the button, sparks crawled across pointed barbs.

      “I bet if you poke a scavenger with that and press the button, the electrical sparks damage the devices helping to keep them alive.” Stannis took it from Rayel, examining it with a critical eye. “This is a powerful weapon against the scavengers, as long as we can get close.”

      “Don’t worry.” Brianna lifted the warhammer from her ancient Father, Wallace MineShaker. “I’ll get close enough.” The giant smiled. “Let’s get out of here. I don’t think I like it here in the WasteLands.”

      Putting ram’s head hammer in the pouch on her back and her ancestor’s weapon in her hand, she ran through the maze of pipes, her friends on her heels, out of the pireStat building and back toward Harmony, rage and hope blossoming in her heart.
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      Diary of the FourthColossus,

      Argus StoneHewer, year 162 PLN

      

      Willem IronSpinner, our falconer, received a bird today from Uvin RubyFist, the lead scout for our clan. He reported another attack, this time against our people. Uvil found a group of giant explorers killed on the GreatPlain, their bodies hacked up by sharp weapons. He discovered a few swords here and there as if an attacker died and dropped their weapon, but no other bodies were found, just giant corpses.

      Uvin thinks the humans perpetrated this attack. Tracks were found leading away from the battle, heading south toward the nearest human settlement. The tracks were of a large party on horseback, but Uvin reports the tracks looked strange as if each horse was dragging a hoof. How could all of their horses have the same ailment? And why would the humans attack our giants? They know we’ll retaliate.

      All the clans are calling for war with the humans, but I’m not yet convinced we understand what is happening here. I’ve been able to quiet the calls for war, for now. We must learn how this attack and the one between the humans and dryads are related. I suspect a broader strategy at work here, with things we don’t understand hidden from view. Someone is playing a game, and I mean to find out who, before all-out war erupts across Phoenix.
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        Year 374, PLN

      

      

      The scavengers moved quickly across the dark landscape. The hoofbeats of their mutant horses made a strange rhythmical pattern as the animals dragged their fifth legs across the ground. Klystron knew the giants would instantly identify their tracks as scavenger-made, but he didn’t care. All of the replicants at Harmony should be in place by now, and it was time to move their plan to the next level . . . taking over StoneHold.

      They came upon a grass-covered hill, dotted with tall oak and maple trees barely visible in the dim light of the moon. Klystron slowed his mount, shifting from a gallop to a canter, then to an easy walk. As he neared the top, the replicant-giant pulled the mutie to a stop and slid off the large animal’s back. Just then, a giant stepped out from behind the large oak, warhammer in his hand.

      Klystron pulled his mutant horse to a halt, slowly reaching for the handle of his weapon.

      “Technology is life,” the mysterious giant said, holding a fist in the air.

      Relaxing, Klystron raised his fist. “Technology is life.” He kicked his horse forward, riding to the top of the hill, then dismounted, his companions doing the same. He handed his reins to one of the scavengers then walked to the giant. He glanced over his shoulder. “Keep the muties here; we don’t want anyone accidentally spotting them.”

      The scavenger nodded

      Weaving his way around the towering oaks and majestic maples, Klystron reached the top of the hill and stood next to the awaiting giant. “Roland TreeSplitter, you look as if you’ve finally become accustomed to that body.”

      Roland nodded, then flung his warhammer over his shoulder, the weapon landing in the pouch on his back. “I think I like this body, though I’m looking forward to using these muscles to kill giants.”

      Klystron laughed. “I’m sure you are.” He glanced down at the valley below, Harmony nestled between the grass-covered hills. A few giants moved about on patrol, the handles to their warhammers sticking up high over their shoulders.

      “Are those guards watching for invaders?” a scavenger named Cooke asked.

      Klystron laughed. “If they’re looking for invaders, they’re too late. Their enemy is already within their midst.”

      One of the giant guards reached up and wiped at his eyes, rubbing them on his sleeve. The action made Klystron’s own eyes itch. He, too, rubbed his eyes across his sleeve, then pulled out a cloth and poured some water on it from a waterbag. He wiped the wet cloth across his eyes, letting the moisture ease the itching, then handed the damp cloth to Cooke, who did the same. One of the many side effects of the ColdHeat was the inability to blink one’s eyes, which dried out and itched constantly.

      “One of the guards is a replicant.” Roland smiled. “The other won’t be a problem.” He glanced at Klystron. “We won’t have any trouble getting back into Harmony.”

      Klystron nodded, then turned away from the school and faced the other scavengers. “Now listen carefully. If any of you mess this up,” the giant-replicant reached into his pocket and pulled out a device with two sharp prongs. Pushing a button, he caused sparks to dance around the pointed tips. “I will personally use a StaticShocker on you until I’ve fried all your tech, then I’ll watch your slow, painful death. Now pay attention.” He reached under the thick giant clothing and adjusted a device grafted into his chest, making it easier to breathe. “I’m going into the school to gather all the replicants. We’ll take care of the adults we haven’t duplicated and capture all the kids. Once we have Harmony under our control, we'll head to StoneHold. Our replicants in the giant city should be ready for us by now.” He glared at the scavengers. “Your job is easy. If some part of the plan fails, or if we can’t take over the school or if . . . I don’t know, if something unexpected happens, you’re to go back to NeyYok and tell General Schottky immediately. We’ll need him to send the scavenger army to the school and help us finish the job. Do you understand?”

      The scavengers nodded, the whirring and ticking of their technology filling the night air.

      “Stay here, and don’t do anything stupid.” Klystron glared at the scavengers one more time, then pulled his warhammer from its pouch. “Come on, Roland.”

      The two giants walked casually down the hill. Raising a fist high into the air, Klystron glanced over his shoulder and whispered, “Technology is life.”

      The other scavengers raised fists, scarred or mechanical, into the air and repeated, “Technology is life.”

      Klystron nodded, then continued toward the school, Roland in lockstep at his side.

      “I can’t wait until that fool, FirstMaester WarGaze learns the truth.” Klystron glanced at Roland and gave him a malicious grin. “Hopefully, I can tell him before he meets my warhammer.”

      “Watching the looks of surprise and hopelessness on all these foolish giants’ faces is gonna be fun.” Roland pulled his weapon off his back and held it in his two hands, the Blue-Green Onyx stones in his beard clinking against the weapon’s metallic head. “These fools have lived in comfort for too long. It’s time they learned what real suffering feels like.”

      Klystron laughed. “Soon, we’ll exact some revenge against the giants at StoneHold and then against the entire GiantNation. Then we’ll make the other races suffer.” Klystron’s heartbeat increased as the excitement within him grew. He reached under his clothing to adjust another piece of tech, but his heart rate slowed on its own. “My first act when I’m in control of StoneHold will be to have the giants declare war on the dryads. I don’t think the tree-people will be too much trouble after my giants burn down all their forests.”

      “I’m looking forward to that.”

      “Me too.” Klystron glanced up at the simmering stars overhead. “Soon, all of Phoenix will belong to the scavengers, and our suffering in the WasteLands will come to an end. Finally, the plans started by General Zener centuries ago will, at last, come to pass.”

      With another laugh, the two giant-replicants ran toward the school.
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      GiantCouncil minutes

      Year 162 PLN

      

      Uvin RubyFist, ChiefScout: “A group of giants has been attacked on the Great Plain. They appear to have been killed with poison arrows, something only used by dryad warriors. After the murder of our giant brothers and sisters, someone dragged their bodies to the bottom of the valley and arranged in a large circle. With our slain comrades, we also found deceased humans, also killed with poisonous arrows.”

      FourthColossus: “Why would the dryads move the bodies into this valley and dump them there? It makes no sense.”

      Alek StormHammer, FirstGeneral: “Perhaps they’re making a statement. They’re saying they won’t bow down to giants or humans. I think this is a warning to us that the dryads are serious.”

      FourthColossus: “This whole situation with the races is getting serious. Uvin, did you see any wheel marks from wagons or carts?”

      Uvin RubyFist: “No, just hoof prints, many of them. But the patterns of hoof prints were strange as if each horse had an injured leg.”

      Alek StormHammer: “We should attack the dryads. This kind of aggression cannot go unanswered.”

      FourthColossus: “This act of aggression will be answered but only after careful thought. There’s something else going on here we do not yet understand.”

      Alek StormHammer: “But they killed our brother giants.”

      FourthColossus: “I know, and we will take action, but first, we will continue to watch. It is not our way to act out of impatience. We are careful. We are deliberate. We are giants.”
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        Year 374, PLN

      

      

      They managed to leave NeyYok in the dark of night with no one giving chase. Obviously, the scavengers assumed the three companions had met their end and no longer posed a threat. When the trio crossed the rusted and worn out bridge, the party ran into a pair of scavengers. Rayel and Bailey quickly took care of them, adding another PowerSniffer and barbed-shocker to their collection of scavenger-tech.

      Hours later, the three friends reached the ravine just as the sun peeked up from behind the eastern horizon. The sky brightened from black to vibrant reds and oranges, the sun splashing warm colors across the landscape. This time, Brianna was able to cross the ravine without incident, her newfound confidence in herself, and the support of her friends, pushing away any fear.

      After crossing the ravine, Rayel brought them to a halt behind a cluster of spiny bushes.

      “What is it?” Brianna asked.

      “Look.” Rayel carefully parted the prickly branches and pointed. “Four . . . horses, if you want to call them that.”

      Brianna peeked through the bush. A group of four mutant horses stood tied to a SufferingTree, each cut, and bleeding from rubbing against the thorns. “Do you see any scavengers nearby?”

      Rayel slowly raised her head above the bush and glanced about, her green eyes wide as she probed their surroundings. “I don’t see anyone nearby. The scavengers must be off hunting on foot.”

      “We’ll have to keep watch as we walk back to Harmony.” Brianna stood and adjusted the shortened warhammer in the pouch on her back.

      “Why walk when we can ride.” Stannis stood and smiled at his companions, then headed for the mutated animals.

      “Those things are probably vicious,” Rayel said. “This is foolish.”

      Stannis waved a hand in the air as he approached the muties, signaling for his friends to follow.

      Brianna picked up her other warhammer off the ground and glanced at Rayel. Giving her a shrug, she walked toward the animals. “I don’t think this is a good idea.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” Stannis slowed his approach, his hands to his side.

      Whistling a gentle melody, he moved closer to the mutant horses. One of the animals stomped a dark hoof on the ground, then kicked up a clump of grass, its stained teeth bared.

      Brianna pulled her second warhammer from its pouched and readied herself for battle. If it tries to bite Stannis, I’ll attack. I’m not gonna let anything hurt my friends.

      Stannis started speaking softly, his reassuring words seeming to calm the animal. Another mutie stomped the ground, pushing the third against the SufferingTree. It screeched in pain.

      “It’s okay little friend. Stannis is here to help.” Reaching into his bag, Stannis withdrew an apple. With a knife, he sliced it in half, then brought out another apple. With both apples cut in two, he moved closer, a piece of fruit in each hand. He offered it to the nearest animal, the creature snarling, but when it caught the scent of the apple, the mutant horse instantly calmed.

      Stannis proffered the fruit to the beast as he patted it on the neck. The animal shook its head, then gobbled up the apple. He did the same to the remaining animals, each devouring the tasty treat. Reaching into his bag, Stannis withdrew a small pouch filled with a white paste. Dipping his hand into the medicine, he rubbed the salve on the animals’ wounds. The creatures relaxed even more, their eyes wide with affection . . . and surprise.

      “You see, it’s no big deal. They just want a little tenderness.” Stannis returned the pouch of cream to his bag and untied the animals from the thorny tree.

      “That was probably the first instance of kindness these animals had ever experienced.” Rayel patted a large brown and black horse on the shoulder, gently stroking its mane. Leaping up, the dryad landed gracefully on the creature’s back, reins in her hands. “These animals will get us back to Harmony much quicker.

      Stannis nodded, then leaped up into the saddle of the first horse he’d fed, then glanced at Brianna. “Come on. We ride back to Harmony. These horses are strong enough to hold you, but I know riding a horse is not something a giant does. The question I have is, are you strong enough to ride one?”

      Brianna grabbed the reins of the third animal and patted it softly on the neck. “Giants don’t ride horses; they walk calmly into battle.”

      Stannis was about to say something when Brianna raised her hand, silencing the boy.

      “But I am Brianna MineShaker, no Brianna RuleShaker now, and I’ll do whatever is necessary to help my people, no, to help all people.” With a look of confidence on her face, she climbed into the saddle.

      “Alright!” Rayel exclaimed. She whistled to Bailey, who leaped in the air and landed on the dryad’s leg. She grabbed the reins of the fourth animal, then removed the halter from the creature’s head. “Go . . .be free.”

      The animal gave a growling sort of whinny but stayed near Stannis.

      “Brianna, keep your feet in the stirrups, and hold on to the reins.” Stannis smiled at her, then urged his mount to a gallop, the rest of the muties following close behind.

      They rode hard all through the morning, making incredible time. The animals never seemed to tire; the ColdHeat must have given the muties their incredible strength as well as that extra leg. As they galloped, Brianna marveled at the complicated way in which their five legs worked together. At times one dragged across the dirt while at other times, none of them seemed to touch the ground; it was exhilarating and terrifying at the same time.

      The sun moved higher into the sky as they charged across the landscape. Slowly, the mutated trees and bushes changed from spiky and writhing things to healthy pines, oaks, and maples, the effects of the ColdHeat growing weaker as they moved further from the WasteLands and NeyYok.

      When the sun had passed its peak and was starting its long descent to the west, Rayel called out, “Stannis, slow down.”

      The boy pulled on the reins, slowing his mount to a walk. He patted the creature on the neck, then turned and glanced at the dryad. “What is it?”

      “I can see something up ahead.” Rayel reached up and scratched Bailey’s back, the tree ferret now clinging to her shoulder. “By the glint of the sun off them, I’d say they’re scavengers, and they’re right at the edge of the valley leading to Harmony.”

      “I bet those scavengers are there to stop any unwanted visitors,” Brianna said.

      “You mean like us?” Stannis raise an eyebrow.

      The giant nodded. “Exactly. We need to get rid of them, but when we get close, they’ll see us. Either they’ll stand and fight, or run away and sound the alarm. Neither of those responses seem very good for us. We need a distraction.” She glanced at Stannis. “Any ideas?”

      The human smiled and nodded his head, then reached down and scratched the mutie behind the ear. The animal made a growling sort of purring sound. “I know what to do, and I think you’re gonna like it.”
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      Brianna felt as if she were inside a terrible storm; the sound of the four mutant horses charging across the rolling hills was like thunder, their panting breaths a ferocious wind. Their deadly hooves kicked clumps of grass and soil into the air, the fifth hoof carving a deep groove in the ground. They approached the large, grassy hill at a full sprint, the muties running as fast as possible. On the other side of the hill, the scavengers stood out of sight. Brianna hoped they’d stay that way.

      Near the hill’s peak, Brianna shouted, "Now!" The giant jumped off the horse, Stannis and Rayel doing the same, but Bailey remained on the back of the fourth animal, her brown and white striped tail waving about in the wind.

      When the three companions hit the ground, each of them threw an apple as hard as possible, the bright red fruit flying over the hill and down the other side. The muties watched the apples in the air and eagerly followed them, their black hooves tearing up the ground.

      "That should confuse the scavengers." Brianna smiled, then lifted her dual hammers, leather straps attached to the handles now wrapped around her wrists. "Come on."

      She stood and charged up the hill. Rayel ran on her left, her staff in hand, while Stannis ran on her right, twirling his metallic rope. The sound of Bailey excited barks came from the other side of the hill, the sounds of scavenger screams piercing the air.

      “My eyes, I can’t see!”

      “What was that?”

      “It’s in the grass.”

      But before any of them could find the tree ferret, the three companions crested the hill and charged at their enemies. There were five scavengers, two clawing at their eyes, a large group of mutant horses tied to a nearby oak tree. Each scavenger wore tattered and dirty clothes, vicious-looking swords hanging off their belts. As they turned toward Brianna and the others, Bailey jumped into the air and spat in the face of another scavenger, her stinging saliva rendering him temporarily blind.

      Brianna charged at the nearest, shouting her battle cry, “TREEAGATE!”

      Rayel added hers to the chorus, "FOR PHOENIX!"

      Stannis looked perplexed, then added his own, "APPLES!"

      The startled scavengers jumped with surprise, then turned to face their attackers. Before they could pull out any vicious mechanized weapon, the three kids smashed into them.

      Brianna struck the largest with her hammers, striking him in the chest. A crunching sound filled the air as her warhammer smashed a mechanical device hidden under his tunic. He reached to his belt, drawing a rusty sword, but before it could clear its sheath, Brianna hit him again with her second hammer, this time in the head. The scavenger's head lolled to the side, then he collapsed, unconscious.

      Rayel and Stannis battled two scavengers, the other two still clawing at their eyes. Working together, Rayel poked at them with the end of her staff, keeping their sharp blades out of reach. At the same time, Stannis swung his metal rope through the air, wrapping it around a leg here, an arm there. He tripped the first scavenger, then tore the sword from the hands of the second. Briana stepped forward then charged, her dual warhammers like steel fists. The scavengers didn’t stand a chance.

      By now, the remaining pair of scavengers had regained their eyesight. They saw what was happening to their comrades and chose to flee instead of fight.

      “We have to stop them.” Brianna started to run after them, but Rayel grabbed her arm, stopping the giant’s pursuit.

      “Just wait.” The dryad reached into her vest and pulled out two brown throwing darts. She threw one at the farthest scavenger, the dart streaking through the air like a tiny missile. Before it hit its target, she threw the second at the other one. Both darts struck the scavengers in the back of their necks.

      “Will those darts stop them?” Brianna asked. “We need to get them before they escape and ...”

      “Just watch.” Rayel grinned with satisfaction.

      Both scavengers started to waver back and forth as if dizzy, then fell to the ground, unconscious.

      She held up a dart and smiled. “Sleeping potion. They’ll be out for probably a day, maybe more.” Rayel smiled. “By then, we’ll either be victorious or dead.”

      “Okay then.” Brianna nodded, impressed.

      The dryad ran to the sleeping forms and retrieved her darts, then dragged one of them back to the top of the hill while Stannis grabbed the other.

      Rayel went through a bag of supplies the scavengers had brought with them. She pulled out pieces of leather cord, some rusty tools, some mechanical things none of them had ever seen, and another barbed shocker. Holding the shocker up for the others to see, the dryad smiled.

      “Now, we each have one of these.” Rayel pressed the end of her finger against one of the pointed spikes, then pulled it back, a tiny drop of blood dripping from the end. “With these, we can stop a scavenger in their tracks without having to fight them.”

      Brianna pulled her shocker out as well as the PowerSniffer. “But we need to use these things to make sure we know who’s a replicant and who’s not.”

      She moved to an unconscious scavenger, then turned on the device. The light on the top glowed red, but when she pointed it at the scavenger, it turned green, detecting the energy in its tech. Brianna smiled and turned off the device, then tucked it back into a pocket.

      “How do we get into the school?” Stannis asked while he tied the hands of a scavenger, Rayel binding their feet. “The giants still think we’re murderers, and any of the scavenger replicants will probably attack us on sight. Any ideas?”

      “We could use the mutie-horses as a diversion again.” Brianna grabbed a couple of leather straps and tied a scavenger’s arms behind his back. “But if the giants are spread out through the school, that might not work very well.”

      “Let's wait until dark,” Rayel said. “Bailey and I can sneak into Harmony and have a look around. We’ll figure out what’s going on and find a safe path for you two to enter.”

      One of the scavengers moaned then sat up. Brianna stepped to him and punched the scav in the head, sending him back into a painful slumber. She turned and smiled at her friends. “The giant thing to do would have been to crush his skull with a warhammer.”

      “But instead, all you did was punch him in the head.” Stannis smiled. “Look how much you’ve grown.”

      Brianna laughed then glanced up at the sun. “We have a couple of hours until sunset. Let’s get the remaining scavengers tied up then get a little rest. I have a feeling this is gonna be a long night.”
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      Diary of the FourthColossus,

      Argus StoneHewer, year 162 PLN

      

      Tensions between the races are high—many on the GiantCouncil calling for war against both the Dryads and Humans. If the Giant Nation did this, many would die; this is not a path I want.

      In a last attempt to avoid a war between the races, I called for a gathering with the leaders of the other races, meeting at a neutral location in a lush valley. We created a large stone circle on the ground, with a tower representing each race placed on the points of the compass.

      Each race sent a representative. At first, the talks were productive, but discussions quickly turned into accusations. Dryads blamed humans for provoking this war. The humans pointed fingers of blame at both the dryads and giants. I made no claims of fault, but I could tell the other members of the GiantCouncil held the dryads and humans responsible for the deaths of our citizens. The only race that stayed calm was the scavengers, suspiciously calm.

      The meeting deteriorated into threats of war, with fistfights breaking out amongst the various delegations. It is now clear to me, the War of the Races is upon us. I hope my Fathers forgive me for my failure to stop this war. But one thing is true: if the giants cannot prevent this war, then at least we can win it.
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        Year 374, PLN

      

      

      After sunset, Rayel and Bailey moved silently into the village, the darkness quickly swallowing them up, hiding them from view. An hour went by with no word from the dryad, nor any sounds from Harmony.

      “I hope she’s okay.” Brianna peered down at the school, scant few torches casting circles of flicking light here and there.

      “Why are so few torches lit?” Stannis asked. “Normally, the entire grounds would be filled with light, but I only see three . . . no four torches and they’re all around the dining hall.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe they’re—”

      Suddenly, Rayel appeared out of the darkness, Bailey leaping through the tall grass. Brianna jumped, startled by her sudden appearance.

      “You scared me!”

      Rayel laughed. “I can see that . . . sorry.”

      “What did you see?” Stannis reached down and picked up Bailey, scratching her back.

      “The school is almost deserted.” She stepped closer and spoke in a low voice. “Many of the faculty are dead, their bodies piled up in one of the classrooms. It was clear; warhammers were used on them.”

      “Warhammers?” Brianna was shocked. “Giants killing giants . . . it’s not possible.”

      “Unless they’re replicants,” Stannis added.

      Rage bubbled up within Brianna. “They probably didn’t even get a chance to defend themselves.”

      Rayel nodded. “It looked as if someone struck each victim in the back of the head; they were murdered.”

      Unconsciously, Brianna grabbed her warhammers, one in each hand, and squeezed their handles tight. Her heartbeat quickened, pounding in her ears as she gritted her teeth. Rage at the murders filled her mind, making it difficult to think. She wanted to smash them and—

      A calming hand settled on her shoulder. Turning, she found Stannis standing next to her, a sympathetic expression on his face.

      “I want to destroy them all,” Brianna hissed.

      “I know, but first, let’s listen to Rayel. She has more to say, I think.”

      The dryad nodded, then continued. “Everyone is in the dining hall. I couldn’t get close because of all the torches, but Bailey says there are lots of people there.” She pulled two pieces of bread out of a pocket and tossed them to Brianna and Stannis. “Bailey also stole some food for us.”

      Stannis patted the animal on the head then gave her a piece of bread before taking a bite.

      Brianna gobbled down the bread, then turned and faced Stannis. “You know, the fighting down there is gonna be serious. They’ll be fights to the death. No trying to work it out or find a peaceful solution, no sharing our feelings or giving out hugs. Using that rope of yours to trip or disarm won’t be good enough. The scavengers down there will try to kill us, especially ShieldBreaker . . . I mean, Klystron.” She took a step closer to the boy. “Are you ready for that?”

      Stannis sighed. “I hear what you’re saying and wish it wasn’t true, but I know you’re right.” He removed the leather bag draped across his body. “I guess it’s time.” He sat the bag on the ground, the contents clanking together. “I hoped I’d never need to use these but—” He shook his head.

      “What’s in that bag?” Rayel asked.

      Bailey moved through the grass and peered into the leather sack. Stannis reached in and pulled out his last apple and gave it to Bailey. The creature bit into the fruit, her tail wagging with contentment. He then pulled out three steel spheres, each covered with sharp, stubby spikes.

      “What are those?” Brianna asked.

      Stannis ignored her. He slid his metal rope through his hands until he found the end. Untying a thin piece of wire, the end fell into three separate pieces, each about a foot long. The human then attached one of the steel balls to the end of each metal strand.

      “What is that for?” The giant took a step closer. “What are you doing?”

      Again, Stannis ignored her questions. When all three balls were attached, he moved away from the two girls and faced a large oak tree.

      “I’ve never used this in battle, and hoped I’d never need to, but I know you’re right, Bri, the upcoming battles are gonna be serious.” He swung the rope over his head, the spiked balls whistling as they streaked through the air. Suddenly, he lunged, flinging the end forward. The balls shot through the air as if fired from a cannon. They struck a thick branch on the tree, shattering the wood into a hail of fragments, the limb falling to the ground.

      “That was awesome!” Brianna exclaimed.

      Rayel nodded. “Impressive.”

      Stannis reeled in the rope, then wound it around his waist again with the end of the line drooped over a shoulder, the spiked balls clanking together. He sighed, then glanced at Brianna. “Let’s do this.”

      “Okay, but first I want to say something.” Brianna paced back and forth, unsure of herself. “I’ve never really had people I could rely on before. Friends are not something I understand; you’re my first two.”

      Stannis and Rayel smiled and nodded.

      “But this is giant-business down there in Harmony. The scavengers are duplicating the giants, so this is my problem, not yours. We’re going to be completely outnumbered by giants bigger than any of us. I couldn’t live with myself if either of you got hurt or . . .” She couldn’t say the word. “So if you want to stay here, that’s okay. In fact, I’d rather you stayed here. That way I’ll know you’re both safe.”

      Rayel and Stannis glanced at each other, then shook their heads.

      “You don’t get it,” the dryad said. “If you had to walk into fire, I’d be at your side; that’s what friends do.” She moved to Brianna’s side and put an arm around her waist.

      “My grandpa had a saying, ‘Friends never walk alone.’” He moved to the giant’s side. “You aren’t going down there without me.” Stannis flashed her a smile.

      “You never run out of those sayings, do you?” Brianna asked.

      “Nope.” Stannis put a hand on her shoulder. “We’re doing this, so let’s go.”

      “Fine.” Brianna ate the last bit of bread, then marched down the grassy hill, her best friends at her side. For the first time in her life, she realized how alone she had been, for, at that moment, Brianna’s heart was full. She glanced at Rayel, then Stannis, and started to say something when a bark came from the grass at her feet.

      Bailey leaped high into the air, straight into Brianna’s chest. The giant dropped one of her warhammers and caught the animal. Extending her body up to Brianna’s face, the tree ferret licked her chin, then moved up to her shoulder and laid down, her long, bushy tail wrapping around Brianna’s arm.

      Stannis bent down, picked up the warhammer, and handed it to Brianna, then smiled, petting Bailey’s back. Brianna glanced at the animal, then looked at her friends again, tears welling up in her eyes. With her giant determination, she choked back the emotions; there’d be time for tears later, if they survived. Reaching up, Bri wiped away an errant tear, then smiled at her friends. Stannis and Rayel both put an arm around the giant and just said nothing, Bailey licking Brianna’s ear, making her giggle.

      She then turned her attention back to Harmony and continued marching down the hill. As she thought about the murdered giants, scavenger replicants, and Klystron, rage supplanted the fillings of joy filling her soul, which was fine, for this was battle, and rage was precisely what she needed.
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      Diary of the FourthColossus,

      Argus StoneHewer, year 162 PLN

      

      The War of the Races officially started today. The dryads attacked our shipyards above the GreatFalls, just north of StoneHold. Likely, they realized we could use our fleet of ships to move troops quickly and quietly, giving us a great advantage. Many giants died as the vessels burned. Now our fleet lies underwater, the bodies of many giants trapped within their charred hulls. Those who escaped the sinking ships were fallen upon by the tree-people, their poisoned arrows killing many before they could bring their warhammers to bear on the enemy.

      There’s no going back now. MessengerRavens flew to the North, South, East, and West, warning all the GiantCities that the GiantCouncil has declared war on the dryads.

      Many fear the humans will attack soon. As a result, war was declared on them as well. I have no choice but to assemble the GiantLegions. One division of our finest warriors will attack the human capital at Cranton. The humans must learn what happens when they attack giants. Another division will be sent to raid the great dryad forest in the north. Many called for the burning of the dryad forest and the destruction of their Tree of Life. I was able to convince the Council that these acts were not necessary, but I don’t know how long they can be dissuaded; the GiantNation thirsts for blood.

      I have to wonder if this is how the war that ended with the GreatFire began. Are we foolishly repeating the history of our ancestors? I would have thought knowing a thing, like the war that caused the GreatFire, would allow us to avoid it; apparently, I was wrong.
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      The three friends crept through the school, the spiked balls at the end of Stannis’ rope clinking together every now and then. Brianna would flash him a warning stare, hoping he’d keep those things quiet, but he’d just give her a huge smile in return.

      They made it to the dining hall unchallenged, no sign of guards moving through the grounds or watching any doors.

      “They seem rather confident, leaving everything unguarded.” Stannis put his hands over the metal spheres, keeping them silent.

      “Their confidence has me worried.” Rayel reached into her vest and pulled out a handful of throwing darts, checking to see how many were unused. With a sigh, she separated them into two groups and returned them to her vest. “I only have three left that’ll knock out a giant and one that has a lethal poison. We have to be certain the person is a scavenger before we use that dart.”

      “We save that one for Klystron,” Brianna growled. Bailey added her own snarl. “Rayel, peek through a window and tell us what you see.”

      The dryad put her staff on the ground and moved under a window, then slowly raised her head, peeking through the bottom of the pane. “All the students are in there,” she whispered. “They’re . . .” Rayel turned and glanced at Brianna and Stannis. “They’re all tied up, their hands and feet bound.”

      “How many giants?” Brianna moved closer to the door, her warhammers held at the ready.

      Rayel raised her head again. She scanned the room, her lips moving as she counted, then lowered herself down. Moving away from the window, the dryad picked up her staff and turned toward Brianna.

      “I counted ten giants, adults, not kids. I can take three of them out with my darts, but that leaves seven for us.” Rayel swallowed nervously.

      “Are there any weapons in the room other than what the replicants are holding?” Brianna asked.

      “We don’t know if they’re replicants or not.” Stannis pulled out the PowerSniffer. “But we’ll know soon enough.”

      “It doesn’t matter if they’re scavengers or not; they’re traitors to the school and the GiantNation.” Brianna scowled. “They’re all gonna be punished . . . by me.” She glanced at Rayel. “The weapons?”

      The dryad nodded. “Yeah, I saw lots of warhammers lying against the wall. They probably belong to the students. I also saw bows and swords from the dryads and humans. But there’s no way they can help; they’re all tied up.”

      Brianna knelt and patted Bailey on her soft, furry head. “We’ll see, won’t we Bailey.”

      Yip, yip, the tree ferret barked.

      “So, what’s your plan?” Stannis unwound his rope from his body, a look of sadness on his face. Clearly, he didn’t want to fight this battle. Then again, none of them did, but they had no choice.

      “There’s gonna be a distraction that’ll let you two enter the dining hall and stand at the back.” She pointed to the PowerSniffer in Stannis’ hand. “Figure out who’s a replicant and who isn’t.” Brianna pointed at Rayel. “Use your darts on the biggest giants and take them out first, then see if you can lend me a hand.” She looked at them both. “You got it?”

      “Sure.” Stannis nodded. He glanced at Rayel, who nodded as well. “But I have one question—what’s the distraction gonna be?”

      “This.” Brianna smiled then walked up the steps. Grabbing the handle to the door, she yanked it open and stepped into the dining hall. “I’m Brianna RuleShaker,” she shouted, “Giant of the TreeAgate clan, and I’m here to punish every scavenger in this hall. Surrender now and live to see the sunrise.”

      All heads turned toward Brianna, the giants in the hall reaching for their warhammers. One of them stepped forward, laughing; it was Roland TreeSplitter, the one who accused Brianna and her friends of murder.

      “Look what we have here! The murderer has returned. You didn’t like the WasteLands?”

      Brianna shook her head. “Your homeland was as pathetic and weak as you.” She took a step forward and glared at her enemy, her angry voice becoming deep and gravelly, like the growl of an UrsaBear. “All of you scavengers disgust me, not because your bodies are weak and you need machines to survive, and not because the ColdHeat of the WasteLand has shriveled your brains until you’re all idiotic fools. No, you disgust me because you’re cowards, and you have no honor, and I’ve come here to put you down like the rabid animals you are.”

      “Ha, that’s big talk from a tiny giant.” Roland smiled. “Let’s see if your bite is as strong as your bark.” He pointed to three giants. “Kill her now!”

      The three giants charged at her, their footsteps pounding the floor, making the entire building shake. Brianna placed one of her warhammers in the pouch on her chest, her ancient Father’s hammer in her right hand, then smiled . . . and waited.
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      The three giants charged at her, their huge warhammers held high in the air, ready to come down and crush her skull. The closest one attacked first, swinging his hammer with all his might, but he was too slow. Brianna easily dodged his attack, then stepped aside as the second giant swung her warhammer. Brianna swung her hammer at the giant, striking the woman in the knee. The metal armor covering her leg creaked and groaned, but still protected her leg.

      Rolling to the left, she dodged the third giant’s attack. As she stood, she drew a knife from her belt and slashed at the giant’s side, cutting through the leather straps holding his armor in place. The giant’s metal-studded leather armor fell away, revealing a stained white tunic.

      She leaped into the air as a hammer streaked at her legs. The attack clipped one of her feet. She stumbled and fell to the ground with a thud, dropping her weapon. The female giant-replicant put a foot on its handle, then lifted her hammer high into the air, ready for a killing strike. Suddenly, a dark streak of wood shot through the air. A throwing dart hit the giant in the neck. The replicant lowered her hammer and reached up, pulling the brown dart from her flesh, then wavered back and forth for a moment before crashing to the ground.

      Not waiting for the other giants to respond, Brianna scooped up her weapon, then charged at the giant whose arm she’d cut away. Ducking under his attack, Brianna moved close again, using the knife to slash at his shirt. The cloth fell to the floor, revealing the giant’s chest, and the small mechanical devices embedded into his skin with their blinking lights flashing angrily.

      The student captives gasped in shock.

      Brianna brought her hammer down upon the giant’s foot, shattering it, then struck at an elbow. The giant fell to the ground, clutching at his arm, his warhammer falling to the floor.

      “NO!” TreeSplitter yelled. “Scaveng—I mean, giants, ATTACK!”

      The third giant swung his hammer at Brianna, but it never reached her. A blur of silver streaked through the air and struck the replicant in the head. Stannis reeled the rope in, then swung it over his head and hit the giant one last time, the spiked balls at the end knocking him out.

      Brianna flashed Stannis a smile then ran to one of the students. She slid the knife to Craeg SeaStrider, his nose still red and swollen. “Pick up your weapons and get into the fight.”

      She turned away, not waiting for a response. Drawing her other warhammer, Brianna banged the metallic heads together to get their attackers’ attention.

      “I’m Brianna RuleShaker of the TreeAgate clan, and I fight with my friends to protect those who cannot protect themselves.”

      Brianna walked straight toward the tallest giant, a sparkling opal hanging around his neck. Suddenly, Rayel was on her right side, Stannis on her left. She could hear the sounds of someone standing up and grabbing a weapon. Craeg SeaStrider appeared at the dryad’s side. He glanced at Brianna and nodded, then pounded his fist to his chest twice, showing HighRespect. Goosebumps spread across her skin when she realized what Craeg had just done. HighRespect, she never thought it would be levied toward her, but here was Craeg SeaStrider, a giant from a different clan, honoring her. Brianna smiled and gave him a nod, accepting his apology and respect, but was without words; she was overwhelmed with pride. So instead, she turned to her enemies and charged.

      The giant replicants tried to surround the four kids, but Stannis’ lethal rope shot out at them, the steel balls striking the attackers in the chest or arm or face.

      A trio of scavengers approached Brianna and Rayel, their warhammers streaking through the air. Both ducked under the attack, the dryad’s staff striking at the giant’s arms while Brianna’s hammers cracked knees. When she was close enough, Brianna shoved a hammer in its pouch then pulled out the StaticShocker. She jabbed it into the skin of a giant, then pressed the button. Sparks shot out of the device and danced across the giant’s skin, flowing across his body like a nest of glowing spiders.

      The giant screamed in pain. He dropped his warhammer and clutched at his chest, trying to reach some device hidden under his clothing. Keeping the shocker activated, she used her other hammer to strike the giant hard in the ribs, cracking bones. The giant clutched at his side as he reached under his clothing, trying to access some piece of tech. Spinning her staff over her head, Rayel attacked, striking the scavenger in the head. His head lolled to the side as he fell to the ground.

      Pulling the shocker out, Brianna spun around and faced the next giant. Rolling toward him, she dodged under his attack. As she stood, face to face with the giant, she brought her hammer up, striking him under the jaw. His head snapped back, exposing his neck. Brianna shoved the shocker into his skin and pressed the button. More sparks streamed out of the device, crawling across his flesh like voracious shimmering ants. The scavenger dropped his hammer and fell backward, tendrils of smoke rising out of his clothing.

      Brianna turned to the next giant, but to her surprise, she found a dozen kids engaged in battle, the young giants wielding their hammers in a lethal dance of life and death. Craeg battled with a large replicant while a pair of girls, one human, and the other giant, fought side-by-side, something that would have never happened . . . before Harmony. They squared off against a large replicant, a vicious look on his hairy face. The human girl wielded a sword with expert precision, slicing at the giant’s leather armor while the young female giant struck the scavenger in the arms and chest. They drove the giant back until the scav tripped and fell, hitting his head on the ground. The young giant cracked the scavenger in the head, knocking him out.

      Glancing to the wall, Brianna saw Bailey moving from student to student, chewing through their bonds, then barking at them to join the fray.

      “NO!” Roland screamed. “TreeAgate, you have ruined everything here. Now you must face me in battle unless you are a coward.”

      The other giants grew quiet, the rest of the scavengers having now surrendered their weapons.

      “A coward?” Brianna put the shocker away and gripped both warhammers. She walked toward TreeSplitter. “I’m not the one hiding in the skin of a murdered giant. I’m not the one who kills from behind instead of facing your enemy. Everything you do is cowardly and pathetic. You don’t know the meaning of honor.”

      “Then why don’t you come over here and teach me,” the replicant growled.

      Suddenly, Rayel was at her side. “Bri, you don’t have to do this. We’ve won.”

      Brianna glanced over her shoulder. The students gathered the few replicants who had survived the battle and bound their hands and feet.

      “She’s right,” Stannis added from behind. “Rayel can use her last dart on him, or I can hit him with my rope. It doesn’t have to be a one-on-one battle. You have nothing to prove to anyone.”

      Brianna shook her head. “You’re wrong. I have something to prove to myself.” She glanced at her friends. “I want to be the giant who helps others, no matter the risk. If I run from this challenge, then I won’t be the giant I want to be.” Brianna put a hand on Stannis’ shoulder. “I have to do this. Please stay out of it.”

      The boy nodded and stepped back. Rayel did the same.

      “Come on, scavenger, your time is up.” Brianna stepped toward the replicant, her hammers gripped tightly in her hands. A bead of sweat trickled down her cheek as her heart pounded like a drum.

      Brianna glanced about the room. Every pair of eyes stared at her, some filled with fear, but most showed courage and pride. She wanted to say something to them all, but her mouth was suddenly dry, fear of the approaching battle taking every bit of moisture away. With a scowl, she glared at her enemy and—

      Suddenly the door at the back of the hall cracked apart and fell to the ground. A metallic clicking sound echoed through the doorway as someone approached. Brianna gripped her warhammers, ready for this new threat.

      A huge giant stepped into the hall; it was the FirstMaester of StoneHall, Gregg SteelClaw. Staggering next to him was the FirstMaester of Harmony, Kristofer WarGaze, a terrible bruise on the side of the head.

      “You thought you killed me, TreeSplitter,” WarGaze shouted. “You’re as incompetent as you are stupid.”

      Before the scavenger could respond, the two FirstMaesters charged, their warhammers moving with lethal accuracy. Roland turned and raised his own hammer, hoping to block their attack, but he forgot about Brianna. She sprinted forward, dropping one of her weapons and pulling out the StaticShocker. Jabbing it into his back, she activated the device just as the Maester’s attacks landed. Roland’s warhammer was able to deflect their attacks, but he didn’t stand a chance against the shocker.

      Bright sparks crawled across his body as he screamed in pain. He clutched at his side as his breathing grew raspy and strained.

      FirstMaester SteelClaw lifted his hammer with one hand and was ready to bring it down upon the scavenger when Roland fell backward, a look of pained despair on his hairy face. He hit the ground hard, his eyes blank. Thin streams of smoke curled into the air, each rising from the hidden tech under his clothing.

      Brianna put the shocker back in a pocket then picked up her warhammer. She glanced at the FirstMaesters and smiled. Kristofer WarGaze approached her until he was standing toe-to-toe. He lowered his warhammer, setting its metal head on the ground, then put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “I knew you’d return.” He patted her affectionately, then turned to Gregg. “I told you she’d be okay.”

      “You were right,” FirstMaester SteelClaw said. He turned to Brianna. “When I received a message about the accusation of murder and that you fled to the WasteLands, I knew something was wrong. By the time I reached Harmony, I had found Kristofer in his office, a nice bump on the side of his head.”

      FirstMaester WarGaze laughed. “The fools thought they killed me.” He knocked on his head with a knuckled. “This head is a lot harder than they thought.”

      “What happened to your rule: No fighting in Harmony?” Brianna smiled.

      “Being a giant means you know when to follow the rules.” WarGaze’s voice had the ring of authority, his face stern, but then a smile slowly spread across his hairy face. “But more importantly, you need to know when to break them.” The huge giant laughed and slapped Brianna on the back, almost knocking her over.

      The other students approached, while others dragged the still-conscious but bound replicants across the ground. Rayel and Stannis stood on either side of Brianna, their weapons in their hands.

      Reaching down, Brianna pulled the armor off Roland, then tore open his shirt. Underneath, small mechanical devices gave off sparks as curving ribbons of smoke climbed into the air like ghostly serpents. The tech grafted into his skin was fried.

      “I’m hoping this proves our innocence.” Brianna stared up at Gregg and Kristofer.

      Kristofer WarGaze glanced at Gregg, then back to Brianna. “I never had any doubt about your innocence, but this certainly shows the witness wasn’t very truthful.”

      Brianna turned to Stannis and Rayel and smiled.

      FirstMaester WarGaze glanced across the room. “Is everyone okay?”

      The giants, dryads, and humans who were in the battle nodded, many clutching at bruised or broken arms, but one giant couldn’t respond. Craeg SeaStrider lay on the ground, motionless. Brianna spotted him and ran to his side. Crouching, she rested her hand on his chest but felt no heartbeat.

      “He was the first giant ever to show me HighRespect.” She reached down and pushed his long brown hair away from his face, then pulled his warhammer closer, laying it in his limp hand. Reaching to the YellowSeptarian stone hanging around his neck, she untied the necklace then clutched the rock to her chest. “He gave his life to help me, help the YellowSeptarian clan, and protect Phoenix. Craeg SeaStrider is now with his Fathers, standing with honor amongst them.” She stood and glanced at the others in the room, then turned and faced the fallen giant. She clenched her hand into a fist and banged it against her chest twice, then raised it into the air, sending her respect up into the heavens so that it might follow Craeg to the next world. The dining hall exploded with sound as the rest of the students did the same, pounding their chests twice, then raising their fists into the air. “Even though we had our differences, in the end, Craeg was my brother.” She turned and gazed at everyone in the room. “You are all my brothers and sisters, and as such, you are under my protection, now and forever,” Brianna took a step toward the FirstMaesters, “for that’s the kind of giant I am . . . now.”

      Brianna tied the leather cord around her neck, then adjusted the YellowSeptarian stone, so it hung next to her TreeAgate. “I will always remember what you did for me and my friends, Craeg,” she said to the ceiling of the dining hall. “I will forever wear your stone in honor of you. Hopefully, I can remain worthy of your sacrifice.”

      The two aged giants nodded, then glanced down at the replicant at their feet, the scavenger still struggling to breathe.

      “Gregg, you think you can make this scav tell us about their plan?” Kristofer reached up and rubbed the bruise on his head, wincing.

      “I don’t think that’ll be a problem.” FirstMaester SteelClaw removed the metallic hand from his wrist and replaced it with a long, razor-sharp knife.

      “Wait.” Brianna stepped forward. “I can make him talk.”

      “Really?” SteelClaw asked.

      Brianna nodded. Pulling the StaticShocker from her pocket, she knelt next to replicant-Roland TreeSplitter. She held the device in front of his face. “I’ll use this again if you don’t answer my questions.”

      The replicant moved his hand, but suddenly a metal-tipped staff came down on his palm, pinning the hand to the ground. Brianna glanced up and found Rayel staring down at the scavenger, fury beaming in her eyes.

      Brianna grabbed Roland’s face and turned it toward her. “Where is Klystron, and what is his plan. Answer me, truthfully, and I’ll put the shocker away.” She plunged the sharp points into his skin, her thumb ready to activate it. “You get one chance to live. I suggest you take it.”

      The scavenger’s eyes darted from Brianna to the FirstMaesters, then back to the young giant. “Okay . . . okay, just take that thing away.”

      Brianna removed the shocker but held it close.

      “He’s gone to StoneHold. His plan is . . .” The giant- replicant coughed violently, then continued. “He plans to kill the Colossus and take over everything.”

      “But how can he take over? The GiantCouncil would never give control to the SecondMaester of Harmony.” Brianna shook her head. “You’re not telling us something.” She plunged the shocker into his skin again. “Tell me!”

      The scavenger laughed a hacking, painful laugh, then stared at Brianna. “You’ll never find Klystron. By now, he’s changed his body and has a new identity. The SecondMaester ShieldBreaker is gone and reborn anew. You can’t stop him.” The giant looked up at the two FirstMaesters. “You’re too late. Soon, Klystron will have control of StoneHold, and when he’s done dealing with you criminals, he’ll declare war on the dryads and burn their forests.”

      “No!” Rayel shouted.

      “Then, he’ll poison the water supplies in the human cities.”

      “He wouldn’t dare.” Stannis stepped forward, his spiked weapon ready for revenge.

      “You’re all fools.” Roland coughed again, his breathing becoming shallow and raspy. “We started this plan hundreds of years ago. You’ll never stop us.”

      “How do we know you’re telling us the truth?” Brianna held the StaticShocker up and pressed the button. Bright sparks of electricity danced about the sharp prongs.

      “I saw the Second Maester leave,” a voice called out from the crowd.

      A young dryad boy stepped forward. “I was outside when they left. It looked as if they were heading for StoneHold.”

      “They?” FirstMaester SteelClaw knelt before the small dryad. “What do you mean by they?”

      “Most of the faculty went with him.” The dryad boy glanced at Rayel. She nodded, gesturing for him to continue. “The giants that stayed here were either killed or were in the dining hall.”

      “So, the ones who went to StoneHold were likely all replicants.” Brianna glanced up at SteelClaw. “We need to get there . . . fast.”

      “Likely, this Klystron person will tell the giants at StoneHold that we’re rebels.” SteelClaw removed the blade from his wrist and replaced it with his silver hand. “They’ll probably attack us as soon as we’re spotted.”

      “Not if there’s a distraction.” Stannis smiled, then took an apple off a nearby table and held it in his hand. “I have a plan.”

      Brianna nodded then turned to the rest of the kids in the hall. “Our world in is danger. The scavengers are trying to take over the GiantNation. If they do, they’ll attack the dryads and humans, starting a new War of the Races. They must be stopped at any cost.” She stepped up onto a chair, then up onto a table, staring down at the students. “I’m going to StoneHold and try to stop them. The odds will be against me, but I don’t care. People need help, and I’m the giant who’s gonna help, whether I know them or not.” She glanced at SteelClaw and smiled. “I know I’m not very big or very strong, but you saw what I could do to these scavengers by fighting my way, and that’s what I’m gonna do when I get to StoneHold.

      “What I’m asking for is dangerous and may cost people their lives, but I’m still going. If giving my life is what it takes to stop a second War of the Races, then so be it. I’ll face that death with pride, knowing I saved thousands, just like one of my Fathers did two hundred years ago.” She winked at FirstMaester SteelClaw, who nodded and returned the wink with a chuckle. “I don’t expect any of you to risk your lives and come with me, but if you do, you’ll have my undying gratitude forever. Now, who’s with me?”

      “Of course, Stannis and I are coming with you,” Rayel said.

      Bark! Bailey added her support.

      Some of the students laughed.

      “Anyone else?” Brianna scanned the crowd.

      The students glanced at one another. Many looked down at Craeg’s motionless body, expressions of uncertainty on their young faces, then turned their eyes away from Brianna and her friends. It seemed as if fear ruled the hall, none of them brave enough, or foolish enough, to step forward.

      That feeling of isolation and loneliness she’d felt so many times in school began flowing back into her soul. She lowered her gaze, a sense of defeat wrapping around her like a funeral shroud. “I don’t know if I can do this with just my two friends, but we have no choice. We’ll try anyway and when death comes calling for us, we’ll—”

      “I’ll help,” a deep voice said from the crowd.

      “Me too,” said another.

      A pair of giants pushed through the crowd and stood before Brianna; it was Dyanne BeastTamer and Dannel ShadowStalker, the other two giants who attacked her that night. Both limped, either from injuries during their fight with Brianna or from the battle with the scavengers.

      “Our friend Craeg SeaStrider chose to fight with you.” Dyanne stared up at Brianna, her long blond hair lying across one shoulder. She pushed the hair to her back and continued. “You honored him in death and now wear his stone.” Dyanne glanced at Dannel. “We cannot think of a better leader to follow than Brianna MineShaker of the TreeAgate clan.”

      “Actually, it’s RuleShaker,” Rayel added.

      “Shhhh.” Stannis put his hand over her mouth.

      “I will follow Brianna RuleShaker into battle.” Dannel turned and glared at the other students, daring them to be brave.

      “I’ll follow you, Brianna RuleShaker.” It was a small dryad boy. He held a tiny bow in his hand, a dozen arrows in his quiver. “I’m not afraid.”

      “I’m not afraid . . .”

      “I’ll follow you . . .”

      “I’ll follow Brianna RuleShaker. . .”

      The shouts of allegiance filled the hall as student after student held their weapons high in the air, shouting their support for their new leader.

      “You see.” Gregg patted Kristofer on the back. “I told you she was someone special.”

      “Once again, you were right, SteelClaw.” FirstMaester WarGaze stared at Brianna and smiled, then added his voice to the avalanche of fidelity.

      “Okay then.” Brianna raised her two warhammers into the air, quieting the boisterous crowd, then looked at Stannis. “What is this plan of yours?”

      Stannis smiled. “You’re not gonna like it. I suspect it breaks lots of the giant rules and—”

      “I don’t care about rules,” Brianna snapped. “I care about stopping the replicants and helping the ThreeRaces.”

      “Okay . . . let me explain.” Stannis laid out his plan for their assault on StoneHold. Many of the giants were shocked at what they were going to do, but angry glances from Dyanne and Dannel quickly extinguished any objections.

      If this doesn’t work, we’re all dead, Brianna thought. But if we do nothing, then thousands will die in a new War of the Races. We have no choice.

      So, they planned and planned. And as the strategy grew more concrete, Brianna glanced at the faces of those around her. At the expressions of confidence and respect, a feeling blossomed within her which she'd never felt before . . . acceptance. And that feeling made her smile.

      Nothing would stop her from catching Klystron and his replicants . . . except for her death.
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      Diary of the FourthColossus,

      Argus StoneHewer, year 162 PLN

      

      Battles have broken out all across Phoenix. The dryads attacked our northern border, with hundreds dead on both sides. The humans attacked our southern border, adding to the list of giants who have gone to meet their Fathers in the next world.

      GiantScouts report there are even battles raging between the humans and dryads off to the east. Thankfully, their armies have finally all withdrawn back with their own borders, allowing us to treat our wounded. But our scouts tell us both the dryads and humans are gathering their forces, each forming a single, huge army. Dryads and humans are coming in from the OutLands, adding to their numbers. Both armies are moving toward the grassy hills to our east. If they come together and form an alliance, those two races will destroy the GiantNation.

      We have no choice but to gather every giant capable of wielding a warhammer and meet them. Men, women, and adolescents, every member of GiantSociety will march to war—it is a sad thing.

      Based on the speed each army is traveling, the scouts tell me the three armies will meet at the valley where we had that disastrous meeting with the leadership from the other races. Likely, this battle will be the destruction of all three armies, with thousands and thousands dead on all sides. No one will win this war; there will only be losers. None of the races will recover from a loss of this magnitude. It will be the end of us all. What a fitting conclusion to this war; the location where this conflict started will be the scene of the bloodiest battle in the history of Phoenix.

      What we need now is a miracle, something completely unexpected that will allow us to trust one another again. I know it is a fool’s hope, but that is the only hope I now have.
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        Year 374, PLN

      

      

      Brianna glanced at the army hiding behind the trees ringing StoneHold and shuddered. Each student had put their lives in her hands, and the weight of that responsibility was like a crushing boulder of granite. But they weren’t just fighting for Harmony, or the giants, or StoneHold—they were fighting for Phoenix.

      Looking to the sparkling veil of stars stretching overhead, Brianna closed her eyes and sent her thoughts to her ancient Fathers.

      I know I haven’t been the best of giants, she thought. I should have been more respectful toward my classmates, and maybe shouldn’t have broken so many noses or blackened countless eyes, but I didn’t understand who I was back then. Now, I know who I am, and I’m ready to do whatever is necessary to protect my friends, my clan, and Phoenix, even if it means my death. Just please, give me the courage to do what’s necessary so that I can protect these innocent lives. I won’t let any of you down.

      She opened her eyes and slowly glanced around, looking to see if anyone had noticed her thoughts to her ancestors. The students around her looked scared, their eyes darting about looking for threats; none had seen her except for one. Stannis was staring at her, smiling.

      “Praying?” he asked in a low voice.

      Brianna shook her head. “Thinking about the Fathers.”

      Stannis put a hand on her shoulder. “Bri, I think they’d be proud of you.” He gestured to all the students around him. “Look what you’ve done. You stopped the scavengers at Harmony, and now you’ve brought the ThreeRaces together, all of them willing to follow you into battle. That’s incredible.” He gave her a huge grin. “That hasn’t happened since, well, I don’t know if it’s ever happened.”

      The giant reached into her vest and pulled out the diary from her ancient Father, Jaek WildSeeker. “It happened once before, during the War of the Races.” She patted the leather-bound book as if it were an old friend, then put it back into a pocket. “Hopefully, it won’t be necessary again.”

      Stannis nodded.

      Suddenly, Rayel appeared out of the darkness, Bailey clutching to her shoulder, the tree ferret’s tail wagging back and forth, orange eyes bright with excitement.

      “Rayel, what did you see?” Brianna reached out and patted Bailey on the head.

      “Well, I ran up those huge, strange six-sided steps. What did you call them?”

      “They’re called the Giant’s Causeway,” Brianna said with a bit of pride. “Every GiantCommunity has them. They’ve been part of giant culture since long before the GreatFire.”

      “Giants existed before the GreatFire?” Stannis asked.

      Brianna nodded. “Yep, though there were very few. But our historians say there were giants in a country called IreLand, at least that’s where they found the ancient Giant Causeway. No one is really sure if—”

      “How about we save the history lesson for after the war.” Rayel smiled at Brianna. “Anyway, I snuck up the Causeway and spotted four giants guarding the entrance to that huge cavern.”

      “StoneHold.”

      The dryad nodded. “Right, StoneHold.” She reached into a pocket and pulled out the PowerSniffer. “I scanned all four, and they’re definitely scavengers. I’m sure they will recognize us as soon as they see us, and they’ll raise the alarm.”

      “Gregg and I can just go up there and take care of them.” FirstMaester WarGaze pulled his warhammer from its pouch. “I can introduce them to WidowMaker.” He patted the head of his weapon and smiled. “What do you think, FirstMaester SteelClaw?”

      The huge giant was about to answer, then stopped. “Brianna MineShaker, um, I mean RuleShaker is in command here . . . it’s her decision.”

      Peeking around the thick trunk of an oak tree, Brianna stared at the Causeway. Massive hexagonal columns of stone formed an intricate pattern of steps, each one at least four feet wide, stretching up to the entrance of the cavern. On either side stood the four replicants, their warhammers held at the ready. Brianna recognized them as teachers from Harmony. She suspected the scavengers murdered the real teachers long ago.

      “We can’t fight them; it’ll make too much noise. We have to get rid of those giant-replicants quietly, somehow.” Brianna glanced at Rayel. “Do you have enough of those darts to take them out?”

      The dryad reached into her inventory and drew a handful out. “I carved a bunch on the way here and applied more potions to their tips. I have eight darts that’ll knock them out.” She put those back into her pocket then pulled a black dart carefully from another hidden pocket. “And I have this one; I call it Final Judgement. I’m saving this one for Klystron if we can figure out what he looks like now.”

      “Okay, you and I are gonna go up there.” Brianna scratched one of the tree ferret’s ears. “Bailey and I will distract them while you’re hitting them with your throwing darts.” She glanced at the FirstMaesters. “That sound okay?”

      “Well,” WarGaze glanced down at his warhammer. “WidowMaker is a little sad, but you’re in command, so let’s get it done.”

      Brianna glanced at Stannis. “Do you have the main distraction ready?”

      The boy smiled, then pulled out an apple and tossed it to Brianna. “All we need to do is tie them on, point them in the right direction, and get out of the way.”

      “Once those four giants are out of the way, let ‘em loose.” Brianna glanced at the other students, many of them listening. She stood tall and confident, trying to ease the fear visible in their eyes. “As soon as Rayel and I clear the entrance to StoneHold, charge up the Causeway and head for the GreatHall. That’s where the EighthColossus, Sorin SeaTamer will be, and likely the scavenger replicants as well. Just remember, fight with a companion and always watch their back; nobody fights alone.” She glanced at the giants. “I know it’s not the giant way to fight, but we’re not here to follow traditions and be good giants.” She moved through the company of students, all eyes staying glued to her. “We’re here to save the Colossus, defeat the scavengers, and stop a war before it starts. The scavengers’ goal is to make us all fight each other.” Brianna stopped next to the two tallest students, Dannel ShadowStalker and Dyanne BeastTamer. “We’re done with fighting each other . . . now we fight together.” She reached out and clasped Dannel’s hand, then patted Dyanne on the shoulder, the two giants towering over Bri. “We’re gonna stop the scavengers and honor those who have already fallen, like our friend, Craeg SeaStrider.” Pounding her chest twice with her fist, she raised her arm into the air, the two giants doing the same.

      “The scavengers think they’re in control, but they didn’t expect to face an army from the School of Harmony.” She turned and glared at the students. “We’re gonna make them wish they’d never come out of the WasteLands.”

      Some of the humans cheered but were quickly shushed by the others.

      Brianna moved back to the front of the company. “Rayel, you ready?”

      The dryad nodded, her colorful dreadlocks dancing about her face.

      Brianna glanced at Bailey. “How about you?”

      Yip yap, the tree ferret barked, her striped, brown, and white tail swishing back and forth. Bailey stood up on Rayel’s shoulder then leaped through the air, landing on the giant. Grabbing hold of Bri’s shirt, the animal positioned herself for battle.

      “Okay, let’s do it.” Brianna patted Rayel on the back, then walked out of the forest and mounted the first steps of the Giant’s Causeway.

      Glancing over her shoulder, Brianna was again stunned by the looks of affection and respect the students sent her way. In all her years, she’d focused on pushing people away and keeping them from seeing her true self; when you’re a tiny giant, that’s the only way to survive, isolated and alone . . . or so she thought. Seeing the looks of friendship and admiration on the students’ faces, she was overwhelmed. Before Harmony, Brianna had nothing but anger and loneliness, but now she had a family of giants, humans, and dryads behind her, each willing to follow her into battle. What was it that caused me to change from that lonely giant who was exiled from StoneHold to who I am today? And then she realized the answer. She glanced at Rayel and Stannis and smiled, their friendship and respect filling her with warmth. Brianna was rich beyond her wildest dreams.

      “I hope this isn’t a mistake,” the giant whispered to herself, then smiled at all those hopeful faces, fear for their safety nibbling at her courage. “Their lives are in my hands. I can’t, no, won’t let them down.”

      Rayel looked at her and smiled. “Come on, Brianna, the person who knocks out the most giants, wins.”

      “Okay, on your mark . . . get set . . .” Brianna took off running up the Causeway, Rayel a step or two behind.

      “You cheated,” Rayel said.

      Brianna laughed, then pulled out her two warhammers as she ran up the Giant’s Causway, excitement and fear encompassing her entire being.

      “I’m Brianna RuleShaker,” she hissed, “and I refused to be defeated.”

      With strength and determination, she took the steps two-at-a-time, charging toward the greatest battle of her life.
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      When they reached the top of the Giant’s Causeway, Rayel unleashed her darts. She threw two at the closest giants, striking them in the necks before they could even move. They fell in a heap, their warhammers clattering to the ground. The other two giants charged at Rayel, missing Brianna, who was now a couple of steps behind the dryad.

      Bailey darted across the ground, then jumped high into the air, launching a barrage of saliva into the face of the tallest giant. The liquid hit the replicant in the face as he tried to swat the animal out of the air with a free hand. The giant-replicant clutched at his eyes, crying out in pain. At the same time, Brianna swung her hammer at the giant’s knee, hitting it with a loud crack. The metal plate covering the replicant’s leg buckled, then cracked, exposing the joint. Spinning, Brianna hit the knee with her hammer just as she was raising her other weapons, ready to block the blow coming from the last replicant. But instead of a warhammer streaking toward her head, she found the last giant teetering back and forth, his warhammer still in his hands, a wooden dart sticking out of his neck. His eyes rolled back, then he fell with a thud, almost landing on Brianna.

      Standing, she placed her warhammer in its pouch then attached the other to her belt. “Help me drag these giants away from the entrance.”

      They pulled the giants into a dark corner, away from the entrance to StoneHold, tossing the giants’ warhammers down the Causeway for others to use. Brianna then went to the top of the steps and waved her hand over her head, sending a signal to Stannis.

      Instantly, the sound of thunder filled the air. A herd of mutant horses, each with a scavenger combat dummy from Harmony’s practice yard riding on its back, charged up the Giant’s Causeway. They were led by the horses Brianna and her friends rode to Harmony from the WasteLands. But with the cache of muties mound hidden in the forest near StoneHold, the muties now numbered fifteen in total. A long stick attached to the saddles stuck out in front of each horse, an apple hanging from the end. The muties charged forward, intent on reaching the apple that always remained out of reach.

      The five-legged horses ran up the Giant’s Causeway, sparks shooting from their metal-clad hooves as they bolted up the granite steps. Following the muties were the students of Harmony, the two FirstMaesters towering over them all. Stannis ran at the front of the pack, his metal rope dancing about his body like a silvery serpent, the three spiked balls at the end clinking and clanking.

      The mutant horses reached the top of the Causeway, then headed into the main cavern. Their hoofbeats echoed within the gigantic cave, making it sound as if there were a hundred of them. Shouts of alarm filled StoneHold, bells ringing, and giants yelling. They must think it's a scavenger invasion . . . perfect, Brianna thought.

      Brianna stepped into the cavern. Giants were running all around. The GiantLegion, the warriors of StoneHold, would have usually been stationed near the entrance, but right now, they were chasing the muties deep into the massive cavern.

      Brianna’s smile grew bigger.

      The rest of the students and the FirstMaesters finally reached the top of the stairs. Brianna glanced at her troops, then ran into the chamber, following the path to the left, which she knew led to the GreatHall of StoneHold.

      Homes made of stone blocks dotted the floor and walls of the cavern, light spilling from windows and doorways. Those structures closest to the entrance were small and without any decorations, just blocks of granite forming the walls and roof. Deeper into the cavern, gigantic buildings loomed high into the air, their soaring towers and ornate domes decorated with various types of rock and gemstones. The size of the home and location marked the status of the occupants; the lowest in giant society lived closest to the entrance while the ruling class lived deep into the cavern.

      Thick columns of stone stretched up, supporting the high, rocky ceiling overhead. They were part of the original structure, formed during the GreatFire by the original inhabitants. Intricate carvings decorated the stone supports, with images depicting many of the heroes from StoneHold’s past.

      “You see that large structure with the pointed roof?” Brianna looked at Rayel and pointed to a building standing high above the rest, its roof nearly touching the cave ceiling hundreds of feet overhead.

      The dryad nodded.

      “That’s the GreatHall.” She glared at the structure. “I bet we’ll find Klystron and the rest of his replicants there.”

      “You have a plan for what we’re going to do when we reach the Hall?” SteelClaw asked, the giant’s metal hand sparkling in the light coming from the many torches distributed throughout StoneHold.

      Brianna smiled. “I was kinda thinking of doing the same thing as we did in the dining hall at Harmony.” She reached up and patted Bailey on the back, the animal still perched on her shoulder. “I’d go in and cause a distraction while Rayel and Stannis scan the giants with those scavenger devices. We need to know who’s who.”

      “And who is Klystron?” Rayel added. “That scavenger back at Harmony said he would have changed his appearance, likely copying some other giant.” She glanced at Brianna. “No matter what, Klystron goes down.”

      Brianna nodded. “Absolutely.”

      “Quiet,” FirstMaester WarGaze whispered. “There’s a squad of GiantLegion up ahead.” He tapped Gregg on the shoulder. “The FirstMaesters will take care of them; everyone stays hidden.”

      “But there’s five of them.” Stannis pulled his metallic rope off his body, then wound it into a circle, the heavy end in his right hand, ready. “You two can’t fight that many. I mean, you’re . . .”

      “We’re what . . . old?” WarGaze looked at the boy, the fake metal eye studded with red crystals seemed, somehow, angry.

      “Well—” Stannis stopped talking.

      “Good answer.” FirstMaester WarGaze slapped the boy in the shoulder, almost knocking him over. He extended a hand to Rayel. “Give me that scavenger thing you carry.”

      “Which one, the shocker or the sniffer?”

      “I don’t care.”

      The dryad handed the StaticShocker to the giant.

      “Now, watch and learn.”

      Brianna hid behind a thick stone support, peering around its base. Kristofer and Gregg walked up to the warriors, Kristofer breathing heavily. They both held their warhammers over their shoulders by the handles.

      “What are you two doing here?” The tallest of the warriors, a woman of the Agaronite GiantClan, stepped forward, the brown crystals in her braided hair sparkling under the flickering torchlight. “There’s an attack underway.”

      “We know. We just chased a bunch of scavengers from the entrance to StoneHold. They knocked out the four guards, but we managed to scare them off. But I think they’re coming back, probably with more of their skinny friends.” Kristofer WarGaze held the device out for the GiantLegion to see. “One of them dropped this. I think it’s important and we’re taking it to the Colossus. You need to get to the entrance and keep any scav reinforcements from getting into the cavern—that is, if you think you five are enough to stop them.”

      “Ha, one of us would be enough to stop some scavengers.” The woman glanced at her companions. “We’re all going. Follow me.”

      The squad of GiantLegion took off running toward the large cavern entrance, the morning light now streaming into the cave.

      “Okay, they’re gone.” Gregg SteelClaw waved to the others, his metallic hand shimmering in the torchlight, then continued running on the path.

      Brianna and Stannis took up positions on either side of Kristofer, the giant tossing the device back to Rayel.

      “I thought being truthful was one of your stones in The Way?” Stannis asked.

      “Ahh, the SapphireStone, that’s right.” SteelClaw nodded. “I figured if we’re gonna fight this battle like us, and not fight just like giants, then a couple of the Stones can be ignored . . . for now.” He cast Brianna a smile. “Isn’t that right, RuleShaker?”

      Brianna nodded, then laughed. “That’s right.”

      Shouts still echoed throughout the cavern, the mutant horses still chasing the apples that would forever stay out of reach. Giants screamed when they saw the scavenger dummies, sending the GiantLegion in all directions.

      “We need to hurry before the Legion figures out there’s no attack.” Brianna turned to her army of students. “Everyone . . . run!”

      She took off sprinting along the path, hugging the side of the cavern, the rest of her army close behind. Some giants emerged from homes to question them, but none of them stopped; they just ran. After weaving around columns and between stone buildings, their goal was finally in sight—the stone doors of the GreatHall.

      “Wow.” Stannis was stunned. “Are those doors made of stone?”

      “Solid pieces of marble,” FirstMaester SteelClaw said. “They were carved by the greatest craftsmen in our history. Each door weighs a ton, but—” he curved around a wide pillar of granite, then continued, “they’re perfectly balanced so a child can open them.”

      “All I can say is . . . wow.”

      Brianna looked at Stannis and smiled. Slowing to a walk, she pulled out her warhammers then turned to the others. “The entrance is just up ahead.” She pointed at Stannis and Rayel with her hammers. “Just like at Harmony, I’ll go in and cause a diversion. You two go in and scan the giants. We need to know who’s a replicant and who’s not.”

      Stepping up onto a colorful marble boulder, she faced the students. “Remember, fight together and watch each other’s backs. No one stands alone, not today, not ever.” She cast her gaze across the students; her head held high with pride. “I’ve never been so proud of anyone as I am of all of you.”

      Many of the students beamed.

      “Watch your companion’s back, and they’ll watch yours. Giants, don’t just stand there and swing your hammers like you’ve been taught. Instead, hit and move, hit and move. These giants, with their adult warhammers, can’t hit a moving target, so keep those feet moving.” Brianna pointed to Stannis and Rayel. “My friends will tell you who’s an enemy and who’s a friend.”

      “But won’t some of the friendly giants attack us?” one of the dryad boys asked.

      Brianna nodded. “The FirstMaesters are going to help them understand that we’re not an enemy.” She glanced at Gregg and Kristofer. “Right?”

      They both nodded.

      “Okay, let’s go.”

      Brianna stepped off the boulder and sprinted to the doors of the GreatHall. No guards stood next to the door, which was strange; the Legion always guarded the Hall, no matter what.

      She glanced at Gregg then pointed to the unguarded doors. He returned her worried look with a scowl. He set his warhammer on the ground, then removed his metal hand and slipped it a pocket in his vest. He replaced it with a sharp blade, the keen edge sparkling in the flickering torchlight.

      Brianna reached out and grabbed one of the polished steel handles embedded in the massive slabs of marble, ready to open the door. Her heart pounded in her chest, and sweat trickled down her forehead, some of the moisture reaching the edge of her mouth; it tasted salty. Fear surged through her body as she imagined everything that might go wrong. Then she remembered one of the many sayings from Stannis’ grandfather: ‘What-ifs only devour courage and make you doubt yourself.’ Glancing at the boy, she smiled.

      “I’m not gonna doubt myself. Whatever happens, happens. I’m Brianna RuleShaker, and I refused to give up.”

      Gripping the handle tight, she pulled open the door and stepped into the GreatHall, her head held high.
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      When all the warriors arrived, our GiantLegion became the largest force assembled in all of GiantHistory. Soldiers from every clan answered our call. Women came with their adolescent children, as did the elderly. Everyone held a warhammer of one size or another. It was an awesome and terrifying sight. I knew many of these giants would never make the return trip to their homes, but we had no choice. According to the GiantScouts, the humans and dryads had armies just as big. This would be the greatest battle in Phoenix’s history and one of its saddest.

      We approached the valley from the west, moving as quietly as forty thousand giants can move. Climbing a large hill, our giants formed up in straight lines, facing our enemies. It was the most terrifying thing I’d ever seen. All of these people were about to charge into the valley and try to kill one another for no real good reason, other than they blamed one another for events nobody really understood. I should have been able to stop this war before it started, but I failed everyone. None of the races will survive this conflict; this was the end.

      The general of the GiantLegion is signaling; it’s time to attack. I hope I’m alive to write what happens next.

      

      Diary of the FourthColossus,

      Argus StoneHewer, year 162 PLN

      

      
        
        Year 374, PLN

      

      

      C

      

      onfusion ruled the GreatHall, with giants, both men, and women, shouting at one another. Some were pushing and shoving, but none of this was unusual; giants can be loud when debating or arguing. But Brianna noticed there was something different, something wrong with this scene. Then she realized what it was—most of the giants had no warhammer strapped to their backs, which was unbelievable. A giant always carried their warhammer with them, but in the GreatHall, only a few were armed, the rest with nothing but their fists.

      Many of the giants were pointing to the back of the Hall, where the GrandTable sat. The leaders of the GiantNation would sit about that table, debating what their great society would do, but at the moment, no GiantCouncil members sat at the table. Instead, a solitary and huge giant sat at the head of the table, body leaned forward, arms sprawled out across the mighty IronWood surface.

      Suddenly, Brianna realized who it was laying across the Table; it was the EighthColossus, Sorin SeaTamer.

      Is he dead? Brianna thought. Are we too late?

      But then she saw the body move slightly. The Colossus still breathed, but a horrific wound covered the side of his head. Someone had tried to kill him, but they failed. Standing next to the wounded giant was the GrandPrefect, JurrinFlameRunner, second in command and assistant to the Colossus. His black beard flowed down a muscular chest, bright red fire opals tied to the end of his braids, clinking off his steel armor.

      Near the table, another giant stood, face bruised and cut, arms tied behind his back. Brianna wondered if this was the accused murderer. This pattern seemed identical to what happened at Harmony.

      Before she could take another step forward, someone whispered in her ear.

      “The giants with the warhammers are all scavengers. The rest are normal giants.”

      Brianna glanced over her shoulder and found Rayel standing behind her, Stannis next to her. Looking to the door behind her, she saw Gregg and Kristofer next to the open door, the students quietly filing in and staying against the walls, hiding in the shadows.

      “I count at least forty replicants here, with more probably distributed throughout StoneHold.” Rayel took Bailey off her shoulder and set her on the ground. The tree ferret took off running, disappearing in the shadows, getting ready for battle. “I don’t know if we can handle forty fully-armed giants.”

      “Yes, we can.” Brianna’s voice was hard, like stone.

      “How do you know?” the dryad asked.

      “Because we have no choice.” The giant put a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “If we fail, Klystron will take over StoneHold, and that’ll be the beginning of the end for the ThreeRaces of Phoenix.” She glanced at Stannis, flashing him a smile, those bright blue eyes drawing her in again. She shook her head, her long hair flowing back and forth. “There will be killing here—are you okay with that?”

      “I’m here for you, Brianna RuleShaker.” He raised the spiked balls to her. “My friends here will not fail you.”

      Brianna smiled, then turned and faced the GreatTable.

      Holding her warhammers high in the air, she banged them together as she marched into the Hall, Stannis and Rayel at her side. Some of the giants stopped arguing as she passed, but many still shouted and yelled. Brianna spotted her mother off to the side, arguing with a giant from the Obsidian GiantClan. Starr stood toe to toe with the giant, refusing to yield, her strength always making Brianna proud. When she spotted her daughter, Starr stepped back from the giant, eyes on her Brianna, a confused expression on her face. Brianna flashed her a grin, then banged her hammers together again, but this time, Rayel slammed the end of her staff down onto the wooded floor. More giants grew silent, but those nearest the large IronWood table continued their debate.

      “But the EighthColossus isn’t dead,” one giant exclaimed. Shocked, Brianna realized the voice came from her father, Jase MineShaker, his warhammer missing from the pouch on his back . . . strange.

      “The Law says when if the Colossus is unable to rule because of sickness or injury, then the GrandPrefect must take over,” a giant with a warhammer in their hands said to Jase. “Jurrin must be named the NinthColossus.”

      “No!” Jase slammed his fist onto the table. The other giant flinched, then raised their warhammer as if getting ready to attack.

      Brianna slammed her warhammers together as hard as she could, the metallic crash booming through the chamber, getting everyone’s attention.

      “I am Brianna RuleShaker of the TreeAgate clan, and there are traitors here in the GreatHall.”

      The Hall grew utterly silent, all eyes now upon her and her two friends. Some of the scavenger-replicants stepped forward, pushing their way through the unarmed giants, warhammers held at the ready.

      “What is this?” the GrandPrefect said. “Aren’t you the tiny giant the FirstMaester sent to Harmony?”

      Brianna said nothing.

      “I don’t see the FirstMaester’s HonorSeal hanging around your neck. That must mean they kicked you out of the school. Are you now a Forgotten—a giant without a clan?” GrandPrefect FlameRunner gestured to a pair of giants who approached Brianna and her two friends. The giants, likely replicants, stayed out of arm’s reach. “These two giants will escort you and your Forgotten friends out of the GreatHall and to the jail cells where you will spend the rest of your life.”

      “I don’t think so.” Brianna’s voice echoed with strength. “Those giants are actually scavengers.”

      Many of the giants in the hall laughed.

      Brianna reached into a pocket and pulled out the PowerSniffer. Many gasped in shock when they saw the piece of technology in her hand.

      “She’s using forbidden technology,” a giant shouted.

      “The BloodStone of The Way prohibits using technology,” another said.

      But Brianna ignored the comments and walked straight toward the GrandPrefect. She held the device high in the air for all to see. “This will tell us who is a scavenger and who is not.” Brianna pointed it at her father and pressed the button. Jase flinched for a moment as if expecting to be shot. The light on the device glowed red.

      “Red means no technology hidden under clothing or attached to the body.” Brianna pointed it to one of the two giants who approached them. The light turned green. “Green means there is a power source there. That giant has tech on their body.”

      “Brianna, what are you doing?” Her father stepped forward. “You’re embarrassing yourself.” Starr moved next to Jase’s side. “You’re embarrassing your family, and you’re dishonoring your clan. Stop this and surrender your weapons.”

      Turning, Brianna pointed the PowerSniffer at a group of giants, each lacking a weapon. The light turned red. She then aimed it at another armed giant; the light glowed a bright green.

      The GrandPrefect pointed to another pair of giants. They stepped forward, surrounding the trio.

      “Let me guess what’s going on here.” Brianna put away the device, then lifted her warhammer from its pouch. “Someone attacked the EighthColossus, and surprisingly, a witness saw the whole thing. The witness claimed that the one tied up was responsible. Is that correct?” She pointed to the giant with arms bound behind their back.

      “That’s right,” her father replied. “How did you know that?”

      “That’s the way the scavengers did it at Harmony.” Brianna took another step closer to him.

      Rayel pulled out a PowerSniffer and pointed it directly at the GrandPrefect; it glowed green.

      “I’m sure your GrandPrefect here is saying he must be named Colossus, right?” Brianna stared at her father.

      Jase nodded, then glanced at Jurrin FireRunner. The GrandPrefect ignored Jase and instead pointed a thick finger at the three kids.

      “You are a Forgotten, and as the law states, your lives are forfeit.” GrandPrefect FireRunner moved out from behind the GreatTable and took a step toward Brianna and her friends, the fire opals in his beard clinking together. “You will surrender your weapons, even though they look as puny as you are. My giants will take you into custody.”

      Just then, Brianna spotted a black fang hanging around the GrandPrefect’s neck. Jurrin noticed where she was looking and reached up, clutching the ShadowBeast’s tooth in his hand, an expression of hatred spreading across his bearded face.

      “I told you I’d find you again, Klystron.” Brianna took a step closer. The giants around her shifted about, unsure of what to do. “I made you a promise back in the WasteLands that I’d punish you for all the harm you and your replicants have caused. It’s time for you to pay your debt.” She turned and glanced at the back of the GreatHall. “Warriors of Harmony . . . ATTACK!”
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      Diary of the FourthColossus,

      Argus StoneHewer, year 162 PLN

      

      When all the warriors arrived, our GiantLegion became the largest force assembled in all of GiantHistory. Soldiers from every clan answered our call. Women came with their adolescent children, as did the elderly. Everyone held a warhammer of one size or another. It was an awesome and terrifying sight. I knew many of these giants would never make the return trip to their homes, but we had no choice. According to the GiantScouts, the humans and dryads had armies just as big. This would be the greatest battle in Phoenix’s history and one of its saddest.

      We approached the valley from the west, moving as quietly as forty thousand giants can move. Climbing a large hill, our giants formed up in straight lines, facing our enemies. It was the most terrifying thing I’d ever seen. All of these people were about to charge into the valley and try to kill one another for no real good reason, other than they blamed one another for events nobody really understood. I should have been able to stop this war before it started, but I failed everyone. None of the races will survive this conflict; this was the end.

      The general of the GiantLegion is signaling; it’s time to attack. I hope I’m alive to write what happens next.
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      Confusion ruled the GreatHall, with giants, both men, and women, shouting at one another. Some were pushing and shoving, but none of this was unusual; giants can be loud when debating or arguing. But Brianna noticed there was something different, something wrong with this scene. Then she realized what it was—most of the giants had no warhammer strapped to their backs, which was unbelievable. A giant always carried their warhammer with them, but in the GreatHall, only a few were armed, the rest with nothing but their fists.

      Many of the giants were pointing to the back of the Hall, where the GrandTable sat. The leaders of the GiantNation would sit about that table, debating what their great society would do, but at the moment, no GiantCouncil members sat at the table. Instead, a solitary and huge giant sat at the head of the table, body leaned forward, arms sprawled out across the mighty IronWood surface.

      Suddenly, Brianna realized who it was laying across the Table; it was the EighthColossus, Sorin SeaTamer.

      Is he dead? Brianna thought. Are we too late?

      But then she saw the body move slightly. The Colossus still breathed, but a horrific wound covered the side of his head. Someone had tried to kill him, but they failed. Standing next to the wounded giant was the GrandPrefect, JurrinFlameRunner, second in command and assistant to the Colossus. His black beard flowed down a muscular chest, bright red fire opals tied to the end of his braids, clinking off his steel armor.

      Near the table, another giant stood, face bruised and cut, arms tied behind his back. Brianna wondered if this was the accused murderer. This pattern seemed identical to what happened at Harmony.

      Before she could take another step forward, someone whispered in her ear.

      “The giants with the warhammers are all scavengers. The rest are normal giants.”

      Brianna glanced over her shoulder and found Rayel standing behind her, Stannis next to her. Looking to the door behind her, she saw Gregg and Kristofer next to the open door, the students quietly filing in and staying against the walls, hiding in the shadows.

      “I count at least forty replicants here, with more probably distributed throughout StoneHold.” Rayel took Bailey off her shoulder and set her on the ground. The tree ferret took off running, disappearing in the shadows, getting ready for battle. “I don’t know if we can handle forty fully-armed giants.”

      “Yes, we can.” Brianna’s voice was hard, like stone.

      “How do you know?” the dryad asked.

      “Because we have no choice.” The giant put a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “If we fail, Klystron will take over StoneHold, and that’ll be the beginning of the end for the ThreeRaces of Phoenix.” She glanced at Stannis, flashing him a smile, those bright blue eyes drawing her in again. She shook her head, her long hair flowing back and forth. “There will be killing here—are you okay with that?”

      “I’m here for you, Brianna RuleShaker.” He raised the spiked balls to her. “My friends here will not fail you.”

      Brianna smiled, then turned and faced the GreatTable.

      Holding her warhammers high in the air, she banged them together as she marched into the Hall, Stannis and Rayel at her side. Some of the giants stopped arguing as she passed, but many still shouted and yelled. Brianna spotted her mother off to the side, arguing with a giant from the Obsidian GiantClan. Starr stood toe to toe with the giant, refusing to yield, her strength always making Brianna proud. When she spotted her daughter, Starr stepped back from the giant, eyes on her Brianna, a confused expression on her face. Brianna flashed her a grin, then banged her hammers together again, but this time, Rayel slammed the end of her staff down onto the wooded floor. More giants grew silent, but those nearest the large IronWood table continued their debate.

      “But the EighthColossus isn’t dead,” one giant exclaimed. Shocked, Brianna realized the voice came from her father, Jase MineShaker, his warhammer missing from the pouch on his back . . . strange.

      “The Law says if the Colossus is unable to rule because of sickness or injury, then the GrandPrefect must take over,” a giant with a warhammer in their hands said to Jase. “Jurrin must be named the NinthColossus.”

      “No!” Jase slammed his fist onto the table. The other giant flinched, then raised their warhammer as if getting ready to attack.

      Brianna slammed her warhammers together as hard as she could, the metallic crash booming through the chamber, getting everyone’s attention.

      “I am Brianna RuleShaker of the TreeAgate clan, and there are traitors here in the GreatHall.”

      The Hall grew utterly silent, all eyes now upon her and her two friends. Some of the scavenger-replicants stepped forward, pushing their way through the unarmed giants, warhammers held at the ready.

      “What is this?” the GrandPrefect said. “Aren’t you the tiny giant the FirstMaester sent to Harmony?”

      Brianna said nothing.

      “I don’t see the FirstMaester’s HonorSeal hanging around your neck. That must mean they kicked you out of the school. Are you now a Forgotten—a giant without a clan?” GrandPrefect FlameRunner gestured to a pair of giants who approached Brianna and her two friends. The giants, likely replicants, stayed out of arm’s reach. “These two giants will escort you and your Forgotten friends out of the GreatHall and to the jail cells where you will spend the rest of your life.”

      “I don’t think so.” Brianna’s voice echoed with strength. “Those giants are actually scavengers.”

      Many of the giants in the hall laughed.

      Brianna reached into a pocket and pulled out the PowerSniffer. Many gasped in shock when they saw the piece of technology in her hand.

      “She’s using forbidden technology,” a giant shouted.

      “The BloodStone of The Way prohibits using technology,” another said.

      But Brianna ignored the comments and walked straight toward the GrandPrefect. She held the device high in the air for all to see. “This will tell us who is a scavenger and who is not.” Brianna pointed it at her father and pressed the button. Jase flinched for a moment as if expecting to be shot. The light on the device glowed red.

      “Red means no technology hidden under clothing or attached to the body.” Brianna pointed it to one of the two giants who approached them. The light turned green. “Green means there is a power source there. That giant has tech on their body.”

      “Brianna, what are you doing?” Her father stepped forward. “You’re embarrassing yourself.” Starr moved next to Jase’s side. “You’re embarrassing your family, and you’re dishonoring your clan. Stop this and surrender your weapons.”

      Turning, Brianna pointed the PowerSniffer at a group of giants, each lacking a weapon. The light turned red. She then aimed it at another armed giant; the light glowed a bright green.

      The GrandPrefect pointed to another pair of giants. They stepped forward, surrounding the trio.

      “Let me guess what’s going on here.” Brianna put away the device, then lifted her warhammer from its pouch. “Someone attacked the EighthColossus, and surprisingly, a witness saw the whole thing. The witness claimed that the one tied up was responsible. Is that correct?” She pointed to the giant with arms bound behind their back.

      “That’s right,” her father replied. “How did you know that?”

      “That’s the way the scavengers did it at Harmony.” Brianna took another step closer to him.

      Rayel pulled out a PowerSniffer and pointed it directly at the GrandPrefect; it glowed green.

      “I’m sure your GrandPrefect here is saying he must be named Colossus, right?” Brianna stared at her father.

      Jase nodded, then glanced at Jurrin FireRunner. The GrandPrefect ignored Jase and instead pointed a thick finger at the three kids.

      “You are a Forgotten, and as the law states, your lives are forfeit.” GrandPrefect FireRunner moved out from behind the GreatTable and took a step toward Brianna and her friends, the fire opals in his beard clinking together. “You will surrender your weapons, even though they look as puny as you are. My giants will take you into custody.”

      Just then, Brianna spotted a black fang hanging around the GrandPrefect’s neck. Jurrin noticed where she was looking and reached up, clutching the ShadowBeast’s tooth in his hand, an expression of hatred spreading across his bearded face.

      “I told you I’d find you again, Klystron.” Brianna took a step closer. The giants around her shifted about, unsure of what to do. “I made you a promise back in the WasteLands that I’d punish you for all the harm you and your replicants have caused. It’s time for you to pay your debt.” She turned and glanced at the back of the GreatHall. “Warriors of Harmony . . . ATTACK!”
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      The students of Harmony charged forward, boy and girl giants wielding their adolescent hammers while dryad children fired their bows, humans wielding short swords. They charged at the giants, unafraid, pride burning in their eyes. The giant-replicants fell upon the kids, swinging their huge warhammers, but the newly made giant-replicants were unaccustomed to their new bodies. Some tripped and fell while others missed their targets. The kids, following what Brianna had taught them, struck at the giants then moved, making themselves difficult to hit. Moving like scurrying ants, the warriors of Harmony sped toward the giant-replicants, slashing and striking as they passed.

      Giants surrounding Brianna, Rayel, and Stannis charged, their warhammers swinging through the air, aiming for their heads. A dart shot through the air, and one of the scavengers stumbled to the ground, unconscious. Stannis threw his spiked balls through the air. His metallic rope struck like a silvery tongue on a poisonous snake. The silver weights smashed one of the giants in the head, knocking him off his feet. Pulling the rope back, Stannis swung it over his head, then attacked another’s legs. As the metal line wrapped around the giant’s knees, he pulled back, sending the replicant onto his back. Rayel charged at the prone assailant, smashing him in the head with her staff and knocking him out.

      Brianna faced the tallest of the four, the giant’s warhammer, probably the biggest she had ever seen. One hit would likely be fatal.

      The giant attacked Brianna’s head, expecting she’d stand her ground as most giants would, but she wasn’t most giants, she was Brianna RuleShaker. Rolling across the floor, Brianna slammed her warhammer down on the giant’s foot. His metal-clad boot cracked under the blow but protected the foot. The giant kicked at her, but Brianna was too fast. She stood up and smashed one hammer into the giant’s jaw while she used the other to attack his ribs. The giant grunted in pain and tried to grab her. He took one hand off his warhammer and grabbed at her throat. That was a mistake; a giant never lets go of their hammer in battle.

      Brianna smashed the hand still holding the warhammer then cracked him in the head with the other. As the giant’s head lolled to the side, he dropped his weapon. The hammer clattered to the ground, followed by a loud thud as the giant fell to the ground.

      Reaching down, Brianna grabbed the huge weapon and slid it across the floor, the gigantic metal head stopping at her father’s feet. “Pick it up and get into the fight.” She grabbed another hammer on the ground and tossed it to her mother. “It’s time for the MineShakers to fight!” She pointed at the armed giants. “Each one of them is a scavenger, and the GrandPrefect is their leader.”

      Jase and Starr held the weapons, shocked at what was happening in the GreatHall. Just then, a young dryad girl was struck by a warhammer, breaking her arm. She screamed out in pain, then fell to the ground.

      “Oh no, you didn’t!” Starr said, pointing her hammer at the replicant. “Come on, Jase.” She raised her hammer into the air, then charged, her battle cry echoing through the hall, “TREEAGATE!”

      Jase followed his wife into battle, his hammer smashing scavengers with lethal precision. SteelClaw and WarGaze joined the MineShakers, fighting side by side.

      Brianna glanced at the battle raging in the hall. Young children fought with full-grown warriors. The adult warhammers swept through the air like scythes cutting down a field of wheat, knocking the boys and girls aside. But for each student they knocked down, two more dashed forward, hitting the scavenger-giants as they sped by.

      Soon, the replicants figured out what the kids were doing and changed their tactics. Shouts of pain and fear came from the students of Harmony as enemy warhammers found young bodies. At least they were still shouting. That meant they were still alive. Some, however, lay on the ground, motionless, arms and legs twisted in unnatural ways; this would be a bloody day.

      Brianna turned and charged, attacking one scavenger after another, trying to protect the dryads and humans. Many of the students clutched at broken arms or legs, screaming in pain, but those that could still fight, did. They used only one hand or hopped on one foot, refusing to yield before the replicants. Through Brianna’s example, they’d all learned how to do something they’d been sent to Harmony to forget, how to be themselves. Giants, dryads, and humans fought side-by-side. It didn’t matter if they were boy or girl; all were warriors today, and they refused to lose what they’d gained at Harmony . . . their individuality and self-respect. Every one of the students fought like legendary heroes, each knowing what was at stake here, and giving up wasn’t an option.

      A giant fell to the ground near Brianna, his body pierced with dryad arrows. An unarmed woman from the Fluorite GiantClan grabbed the replicants weapon and charged into battle, their war cry echoing through the hall.

      Stepping on the fallen scavenger-giant’s chest, Brianna leaped into the air, her two hammers held high over her head. “TREEAGATE!” She landed between two scavengers, bringing a hammer down upon their helmets. A sickening crack filling the air when they hit, the giants tumbling to the floor.

      A pair of giants, brother and sister from the Kordoit GiantClan, grabbed the weapons and fought at Brianna’s side, neither of them questioning her size, for they’d seen her fight and knew she was a true warrior.

      The number of wounded students continued to grow, some writhing on the ground in pain while others lay still. The giant replicants wreaked terrible havoc amongst the young kids, knocking down five or six with a single swipe of their gigantic weapons. The replicants grew accustomed to their weapons, and the students of Harmony were fatigued. Many of the adult giants who had joined the fray lay on the ground, unconscious; the scavengers had targeted them first. Now, only Brianna’s mother and father and the FirstMaesters stood with Brianna’s army. The young giants from Harmony tried to stand their ground against the behemoths, but they just didn’t stand a chance. The replicants banded together and advanced, pushing the students back; it looked to Brianna as if they were losing this battle.

      Icy fingers of dread wrapped around Brianna’s soul as she watched the young warriors succumb to the hammers of the adult. All the bodies on the ground were her responsibility. She had convinced these young students to fight at her side, and now many lay motionless, likely dead.

      “What do I do, what do I do?” She thought about what she’d read in the diary of Jaek WildSeeker, her ancient Father: Don’t just think like a giant, think like you.

      “Think like me—” She considered these words as the battle raged around her. And then she knew what to do.

      A replicant swung their hammer at Brianna’s head, but before it could hit, Bailey leaped up into the air and spat in the giant’s face. He dropped his hammer and clutched at his face, temporarily blinded. Brianna dropped a warhammer into its pouch, then pulled out the barbed shocker. Moving to his side, she stuck the device into the scavenger’s neck and pushed the button. The giant screamed in pain as an army of sparks crawled across his body. Brianna spun away as he fell backward. She turned to face another enemy and found the two FirstMaesters at her side, her mother and father a step behind.

      Gregg SteelClaw slashed at a nearby giant with the blade affixed to his wrist, exposing bare skin. Brianna lunged with the shocker, sticking the barbs deep into the scavenger’s skin. More sparks shot out of the device, disabling the replicant. Starr moved next to Brianna, her hammer blocking an attack from another scavenger. Jase stepped forward and brought his weapon down upon an exposed shoulder, the crunch of a dislocated shoulder greeting their ears. The enemy dropped their hammer and clutched their arm in pain, crawling away.

      But the giant-replicants continued pushing the students back, many defenders now against the wall.

      “We have to help them . . . now.” Brianna’s voice resonated with the sound of command.

      “Then it’s time we did something about that.” Jase put a hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “You lead . . . we follow.”

      Turning, Brianna charged, the four adults a step behind.

      The FirstMaester’s warhammers landed devastating blows, knocking one replicant-giant after another aside. Her parents held the flanks, striking out at giants who tried to get behind them.

      Jase shoved the heavy metal head of his hammer into the chest of a scavenger, then swung the weapon with all his might. The two metallic heads struck each other, throwing a shower of sparks into the air. Jase’s opponent raised the hammer again but was inexperienced. Flipping the hammer around, Jase drove the IronWood handle into his assailant’s stomach, knocking the wind out of him, then flipped the weapon over again and hit the replicant. The giant fell to the ground in a heap. Sparks flew from beneath the slain giant’s tunic, thin tendrils of smoke crawling up into the air.

      Jase reached down and tore open the giant’s shirt, revealing the many devices grafted into the replicant’s skin. He gasped in shock, then turned to his daughter and smiled. Brianna nodded to Jase and returned the smile but was surprised by the expression on his face. She wasn’t sure if she’d seen it before, but Brianna was pretty sure what it meant: pride.

      “Giants, defend the Colossus!” Jase shouted. “If you don’t have a weapon, use your hands, use your feet. These are not giants; they’re scavengers.” He held his warhammer high over his head. “GIANTS OF STONEHOLD, IT’S TIME TO FIGHT!”

      Jase and Starr charged at the replicants, trying to reach the Colossus before someone could kill him. They struck at one replicant after another. The unarmed giants standing along the edge of the chamber now ran into the fray, using fists instead of hammers to defend the GiantNation.

      The giants of StoneHold and students of Harmony rallied, pushing hard against the scavengers. More children fell, but they fought hard, refusing to give up.

      Rayel and Stannis formed the head of the spear, charging at the enemy. The dryad’s staff was a blur. She leaped into the air, flying over the massive replicants, striking at their heads while in midair. At the same time, Stannis’ metallic rope shot through the air like steel lightning. The three spiked balls struck giant after giant, knocking many unconscious while ensnaring arms and legs. The two companions charged forward, disabling the scavengers, then continued to advance, leaving the students of Harmony to take care of the wounded enemies.

      The replicants, sensing they’d lost the advantage, tried to get to the door, but a group of unarmed giants moved to cut them off; escape was not possible. This had now become a fight to the death.

      The replicants moved back under the overwhelming onslaught, the scavengers now fighting a losing battle. Klystron stayed behind the GreatTable, a spiked warhammer in his hands, but remaining out of the fight. Finally, one of the few surviving replicants dropped his warhammer and raised his hands over his head, choosing surrender over certain death. Many of the other scavengers did the same, dropping their weapons and hoping for mercy. One after another, the surviving replicants gave up.

      “The fight is over!” Brianna shouted. She moved closer to the Great Table and pointed at Klystron with the shocker. “You are defeated, Klystron. Surrender and end this conflict.”

      “Never,” the scavenger growled. “I’d rather die than surrender to a runt like you.”

      “I can arrange that.” Rayel stepped forward and drew the black dart from a pocket.

      She lunged, throwing it at Klystron, but it never reached its target. Brianna raised a warhammer and deflected the dart, causing it to clatter to clatter to the ground.

      “No, your death won’t be that easy.” Brianna glared at the scavenger. “I made you a promise in the WasteLands.” She moved a step closer. “I’m gonna pay you back for all the pain and suffering you’ve caused. Come out here and face me, if you have the guts.”

      “You expect me to fight a puny little runt like yourself . . . ha!” Klystron laughed.

      “All of you move aside and let the scavenger come forward.” Brianna backed up, giving Klystron room to step around the Table.

      “Brianna . . . no,” Starr shouted.

      Brianna glanced at her father and nodded, signaling this was important to her. Her father understood and pulled Starr back.

      “I thought you had honor.” The scavenger pointed to the shocker still in Brianna’s hand. “You plan on using that?”

      Brianna glanced at it, then tossed the device to the ground and pulled her other warhammer from its pouch.

      Klystron gripped his spiked warhammer tightly in his hands, then stepped out from behind the table and faced his enemy. “I knew you were a fool when you showed up at Harmony. Your arrogance back then got you accused of murder. Now, your arrogance will get you killed.”

      “Arrogance . . . you call me arrogant? Look around at what you’ve done, for what? Revenge? Power?” Brianna glared at the replicant. “You could be part of our societies if you just leave your technology behind, but you refuse.”

      “If we give up our tech, we die.”

      “We could help you.” Brianna pointed at Rayel and Stannis. “The dryads have medicines that can help, and humans can build mechanisms to help you survive without violating the Law of Technology. None of the races will ever allow the thinking machines to exist again. No one wants another GreatFire or a LongNight, but that’s what your technology will bring; your love of technology is a threat to Phoenix.”

      “And you think keeping us caged in the WasteLands will stop us . . . you’re a fool.” Klystron smiled. “Things are happening in the WasteLands that would make your blood run cold. Plans are in motion, whether I live or die. This attack on Harmony and StoneHold was just a test. Regardless of what happens here, soon, Phoenix will be ours.”

      “You talk too much. Come out here and face your punishment.”

      A metal hand settled itself on her shoulder. She turned and found Gregg SteelClaw at her side.

      “You don’t have to do this.” SteelClaw pointed at Klystron with his hammer. “He is beaten. You’ve saved the Colossus and saved Phoenix. This battle gains nothing. You have nothing to prove to anyone in this room—you’ve already proved it.”

      “But I have something to prove to myself.” Brianna looked up into the FirstMaester’s kindly old face. “If I can’t face my fear, then I’m nothing, and I’m terrified of facing Klystron.” She swallowed nervously. “You said I had to decide what kind of giant I want to be. Well, this is it. I want to be a giant that will help others no matter the odds and no matter how afraid I am. If I can’t face Klystron right now, then every time I’m afraid, I’ll doubt myself. I have to do this.” She turned and glanced at her friends. “If you respect me, then you won’t interfere.”

      Stannis and Rayel glanced at each other, then nodded and lowered their weapons.

      “You talk a lot,” Klystron said. “Are you trying to get someone to fight this battle for you? I always knew you were a coward, after all, how can someone so small be good at anything?”

      Brianna faced her enemy and took a step toward him.

      “My name is Brianna RuleShaker of the TreeAgate Clan!” Her voice rang with confidence. “Prepare to meet your end.”

      Before the scavenger could reply, Brianna charged. She knew Klystron would be the greatest contest she’d ever face. She had to win, for the prize for second place was . . . death.
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      Klystron smiled as he swung his spiked warhammer, the blood-red FireOpals embedded in the weapon’s head sparkling like the rarest of gems. Brianna rolled under the attack, but the scavenger had been expecting that. He lowered his attack, allowing some of the spikes to slash across Brianna’s leather armor, one finding skin. She moaned in pain, then struck at Klystron’s knee, but he had anticipated that as well; the scavenger leaped away at the last instant.

      Standing, Brianna dropped a hammer in its pouch and reached around to her back to feel the gash in her armor, wetness spreading across her skin. She glared at her enemy.

      “You know, I could tell you were a quitter that first day when you arrived at Harmony.” Klystron laughed. “The way you argued with everyone, I knew your gruff exterior was just hiding the soul of a coward.”

      He lowered his weapon for a moment, baiting Brianna to attack. It worked. She charged at him, swinging both hammers at his chest. Klystron tried to step away, but he wasn’t fast enough; one of her hammers struck him in the chest, the metallic head ringing as it smashed into his steel armor, leaving behind a significant dent.

      Klystron yelled in frustration, then swung at Brianna as he charged after her, hoping to close the distance. Glancing over her shoulder, Brianna saw spiked death streaking toward her and ducked under the blow, then skidded to a stop and rolled back toward her enemy. Brianna stood directly in front of her foe, a look of surprise on his bearded face. She raised one of her hammers, striking at his chin, but the scavenger let go of his hammer with one hand and shoved her backward. With the strength in that stolen body, Klystron sent her flying across the GreatHall, landing hard on the floor.

      “You see, you’re already trying to figure out how to quit this battle.” Klystron slowly approached her. “I’m sure you’re going to ask for help, maybe from the dryad and the human. Or maybe, since you’re a coward, you’ll ask the other giants to all attack me. Go ahead and do it. You know you don’t have the guts to see this through; after all, that’s the kind of giant you are—a quitter.”

      “My daughter never quit anything in her life,” Jase shouted from the side of the room.

      “Ahh, you want daddy to fight your battles for you. That makes me laugh.” Klystron glanced at Jase and smiled. “Maybe after I kill this runt, I’ll kill you too.”

      Jase took a step forward, a warhammer held at the ready.

      “NO!” Brianna shouted. She stood and approached her enemy. “I am Brianna RuleShaker, giant of the TreeAgate clan, and this battle is mine.” She glanced at her father. “No one interfere, please.”

      Jase stood there for a moment, then nodded and stepped back.

      “Ha, maybe there’s a bone somewhere in that pathetic spine of yours.” Klystron swung his warhammer through the air, trying to frighten Brianna. “I’m tired of playing games with you. You’re pathetic, and your TreeAgate clan is too. After I’ve killed you, I’m going to take that rock hanging around your neck and stuff it down your daddy’s throat.”

      Brianna’s body tensed with rage, a vicious snarl covering her beautiful face. Her knuckles popped as she squeezed the handles of her warhammers, her anger flooding through her entire body.  “You have insulted my family and me,” she hissed, her voice like that of a deadly viper. “And now you have disrespected my clan. I will show no mercy.”

      “Blah blah blah.” Klystron gave her a malicious grin, then charged.

      He swung his spiked weapon right at Brianna’s head. She ducked as usual. But instead of stopping the warhammer and attacking from the other side, Klystron spun, building up his momentum, the head of the weapon moving faster and faster.

      Brianna saw the second strike coming and knew what the scavenger was going to do. She started to crouch as if she were going to duck under the attack, but Brianna knew better. At the last instant, Klystron lowered his strike, aiming at knee-level. If Brianna had tried to duck and roll away, the hammer would have crushed her. Instead, she leaped high into the air, casting a smile at Rayel while she soared over the attack. When she landed on the ground, Brianna rolled across the floor as Klystron looked around, searching for his prey. But Brianna was standing behind him.

      Swinging both hammers at the same time, Brianna struck at Klystron’s ribs, one hammer hitting on his left side, the other on his right. The blows crashed against his armor, knocking the air out of him. He gasped for breath as he glanced over his shoulder. But Brianna was already moving.

      She smashed at one of the giant’s feet, denting the metal covering over his boot. Before Klystron could react, Brianna moved directly in front of him, raising a warhammer toward his chin. The scavenger saw this, and as before, released his warhammer with one hand so he could shove her away . . . that was a mistake; he would have known that if he were actually a giant.

      Brianna smiled, then ducked sideways, avoiding the shove. At the same time, she smashed a hammer on Klystron’s hand, cracking the fingers wrapped around the IronWood handle. Klystron struggled to keep hold of his weapon, but the shattered fingers refused to obey. The spiked warhammer tumbled to the ground. At the same time, Brianna crouched and struck at the back of Klystron’s knees. She took his legs out from under him. With a thud, the giant fell to the floor.

      She stood over the scavenger and yelled as loud as she could, for all to hear. "I am Brianna RuleShaker, giant of the TreeAgate clan, and I have not forgotten the names of my Fathers." She struck Klystron in the chest, the metal armor denting inward.

      "My father is Jase RuleShaker, and his father was Rael RuleShaker.”

      Klystron pulled out a vicious-looking curved knife and swiped at Brianna’s leg. She leaped into the air, then landed on the floor again, one of her boots stomping on the scavenger’s chest.

      “His father was Tarin RuleShaker, and his was Zachary RuleShaker. We are the TreeAgate clan, and we never surrender.” She jumped back just as Klystron grabbed at her ankle with his good hand. Kicking it away, she brought her warhammer down on the giant again, denting his chest plate even more, a thin crack forming near the top.

      “Wallace RuleShaker was Zachary’s father, but before his Naming, he was Jaek WildSeeker. Jaek’s father was—”

      Klystron pushed himself up, then swiped at Brianna again. His knife slashed through the top of the leather armor covering her knee, the blade biting into her flesh. She grunted in pain as blood dripped down her leg, but she ignored it. Stepping behind the scavenger, she struck him in the shoulder with both hammers. He lost his grip on the knife which went spinning across the floor.

      “Jaek’s father was Crag WildSeeker, whose father was Bryan WildSeeker.”

      Klystron pulled another blade out from a hidden pocket. This one was jagged and sharp, a dark stain smeared across the cutting edge.

      “The knife is poisoned, Brianna,” Rayel shouted. “Don’t let it cut you.”

      Klystron laughed. “That’s right, don’t let it cut you.” He swiped it at her but missed; she was already moving.

      Struggling to his feet, Klystron faced his enemy, an expression of unbridled hatred chiseled across his bearded face. He charged at Brianna, the poisoned blade slicing through the air.

      Brianna fell to the ground and rolled into his feet, sending the scavenger to the ground again. As she stood, she smashed at one of his feet, the bones crunching under her attack.

      “Bryan’s father was Soren WildSeeker, who was the child of Klaygor StoneBreaker.”

      Klystron, on his knees, swiped at Brianna with the knife. She brought her hammer down, crashing into the hand and tearing the knife from his grip. Brianna kicked him in the chest, sending him onto his back. Without waiting for the scavenger to bring out another blade, Brianna jumped high into the air and brought both warhammers down upon Klystron’s chest plate, the duel hammers cracking the armor in two, exposing his chest. There, small mechanical devices grafted into the replicant’s skin blinked with artificial lights.

      “My FirstFather, who stepped out of StoneHold at the end of the LongNight, Father to my whole family, was Gideon StoneBreaker. I am Brianna RuleShaker of the TreeAgate clan, and I remember the names of my Fathers.”

      Klystron lay back, wounded and defenseless.

      “Kill him!” Jase shouted. “Kill the scavenger.”

      Brianna glanced at her father. There was bloodlust in his eyes. She glanced around the hall and saw the same expressions in the faces of the other giants; they wanted Klystron to die at her hand. The scavenger at her feet was helpless, his body broken. Klystron had his arms extended, his head back, eyes closed. He was prepared to die and probably welcomed it. Raising her hammers over her head, she readied herself for the killing blow. But then she saw Stannis out of the corner of her eye. He stared at her, a look of compassion in his bright blue eyes. Shaking his head ever so slightly, Stannis said two words, his voice the faintest of whispers, but his words echoed in her head.

      “Bri . . . no.”

      The words brought a chill to her body and caused her to remember something the boy had said on the day they met. ‘Strength and courage can be demonstrated in many ways. You must decide when it’s time to push back and when it’s best just to walk away.’

      She glanced at Gregg SteelClaw and thought about the giant she wanted to be and lowered her hammers.

      “I don’t have to push back anymore. I can walk away.” She glanced at her father. “This violence is not necessary. My enemy—our enemy—is beaten.”

      “No, he should die!” Jace lifted his warhammer and approached the scavenger. Other giants did the same.

      “No!” Brianna’s voice boomed through the GreatHall. “This was my battle, and I’ve decided to show mercy, for that’s the kind of giant I want to be. I am Brianna RuleShaker, helper of friends and shower of mercy.” She pointed at Klystron. “That scavenger is now my prisoner. He will be put in the deepest, darkest dungeon here in StoneHold, and kept there until his dying day.” She glared at the giants in the Hall. “No harm will come to him, or you will answer to me.”

      “And me,” shouted Rayel, her staff in her hand, ready.

      “And me.” Stannis moved to Brianna’s side, his steel rope flowing behind him like a silvery serpent.

      “And me.” Gregg stepped forward. “Brianna RuleShaker is my student, and as FirstMaester of StoneHold, she is under my protection.”

      “And me.” Kristofer WarGaze stepped to Brianna’s side. “She is a graduate of Harmony and will always be under my protection. Any giant who crosses Brianna crosses me.”

      Brianna’s four companions glared at the giants in the hall, forming a protective ring around the beaten scavenger. The rest of the giants glanced at each other, then nodded and lowered their weapons.

      “I declare the treachery of the scavengers thwarted.” Brianna stood tall. “This battle is over.”

      The students of Harmony cheered, many of them pounding their chests twice, showing her HighRespect. And for the first time in her life, Brianna felt an emotion that wasn’t frustration, or shame, or disappointment, or any of the feelings she’d become so well acquainted. This was a feeling she wasn’t familiar with, but she liked it. For the first time in her life, Brianna RuleShaker felt pride for herself and her companions. No, not companions—friends.
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      Diary of the FourthColossus,

      Argus StoneHewer, year 162 PLN

      

      I’m stunned at what happened. The three armies prepared to attack, and likely annihilate each other when a giant riding a mutant horse and leading an army of giants, dryads, and humans appeared on the tallest hill bordering the valley. The generals from each race were all dumbfounded and didn’t know what to do . . . so they did nothing. No attack happened, no arrows fired, no warhammers swung. We all just stood there and watched as the Army of the ThreeRaces, as we call it now, charged into the valley and stood there staring up at us. Giants stood arm in arm with humans. Dryads held hands with giants and humans. Each member of the Army of the ThreeRaces stood with their comrades, weapons sheathed.

      The generals from each army marched down into the valley and talked with the commanding giant—a TreeAgate named Jaek WildSeeker. Jaek had his scavenger prisoners confess to their plot of instigating this war so we’d destroy each other, letting the scavengers then move in and take over everything. Jaek WildSeeker saved us all, though he did it in ways that were not very giant-like, and many of his actions violated the Stones of the Way. Regardless, he saved thousands of lives. We will build a magnificent monument in this valley and name it Harmony, reminding everyone of the day when we stepped back from the brink of destruction.

      For his ingenuity and bravery, he was Named, given the name Wallace RuleShaker, for the method he used to save us also shook the very Stones of The Way. To hide what he did from future giants, we changed his name to MineShaker, and everyone agreed to never speak of what he did to save the races from destruction. Perhaps, one day in the future, the truth can come out, and his descendants will learn of Wallace MineShaker’s historic deeds.
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        Year 374, PLN

      

      

      Brianna smiled as the Harmony students cheered, but as she scanned the room, her eyes fell upon the bodies strewn across the Hall. Some students struggled to stand on shattered legs, others writhed in pain, while many just lay on the ground, their chests rising up and down with each ragged breath. Yet the wounded and suffering were not the ones who stabbed at Brianna’s soul. Many were utterly motionless; no shouts of pain or sounds of raspy breathing. These bent and twisted bodies had lost the spark of life and would never see another sunrise again. They’d given their lives in defense of Phoenix, and all must know their sacrifice.

      Brianna lifted her warhammers over her head and smashed the heads together. She did it again and again until all eyes were upon her. Moving to a motionless young dryad girl, Brianna placed her warhammers on the floor, then pounded her chest twice and lifted her arm into the air. Turning, she glared at the giants and students, tears struggling to leave her eyes, and this time she set them free. Pounding her chest twice again, she raised her hand, daring anyone to look her in the eye and refuse to show respect to the fallen. One after another, the giants of StoneHold and the students of Harmony all pounded their chests twice, then raised their fists into the air, sending their respect up to the next world.

      “These kids stood up to an enemy twice their size and twice their strength, yet their courage never wavered.” She wiped a tear from her cheek. “We must always remember the price they paid, for they saved the GiantNation and the DryadNation and the HumanNation. They are all heroes, and I will always strive to be worthy of their sacrifice.”

      Brianna pointed at three giants standing near the doors. They were giants on the GiantCouncil, rulers of StoneHold, but she didn’t care. “You three, bring the healers, now!”

      They stared back at her, stunned at being issued a command from a young girl. “But we’re—”

      Brianna took a step closer, venom in her gaze. She spoke in a low voice, but her words were razor-sharp. “Do it . . . now.”

      The giants looked at the wounded kids then turned to the head of the hall. The Colossus was just regaining consciousness, but likely still needed help. They turned and pushed open the great stone doors, then ran from the hall, calling for all the healers in StoneHold. In a minute, members of the BlueGreenOnyx GiantClan rushed into the GreatHall, each carrying bandages, potions, and splints for the wounded.

      Suddenly a hand wrapped around Brianna’s waist. Turning, she found Stannis at her side, a joyous smile on his face. Next to her stood Rayel, who was also smiling. A blur of brown and white fur streaked through the air and landed upon Brianna’s shoulder. Bailey barked loud, then licked the tears of Brianna’s cheek.

      Laughing, she reached up and scratched the tree ferret’s ears.

      “Bri . . . we did it,” Rayel whispered. “And we did it because of you. All of these students and giants fought because of their faith in you.”

      “Yep, and do you know why, Bri?” Stannis moved to Brianna’s side and scratched Bailey’s back.

      The giant shrugged.

      “They did it because of the type of giant you are.” Stannis smiled. “We all saw it back at Harmony, and we saw it here. You’re the giant that we all know will be at our side if we need you. You’re the friend that will always listen to us and be there when we need you, and more importantly, you’ll be there even if we want to be alone, wallowing in self-pity.”

      “‘Never let your friends get lonely; they always want to be bothered.’ Is that what your gramma said?” Brianna wiped another tear from her face.

      Stannis smiled and nodded, “Really, it was my grandpa.”  With a chuckle, Stannis reached out for her hand, then hesitated.

      “What is it?” Brianna asked.

      “Nothing.” Stannis looked away, embarrassed.

      She grabbed his tunic and pulled him next to her, then did the same for Rayel. She put her arms around her friends, hugging them tightly.

      “You’re my best friends in all of Phoenix.”

      They nodded, but for some reason, Stannis looked away. Rayel saw the move and gave Brianna a knowing smile.

      “What?” the giant asked.

      Rayel just shook her head. “Sometimes you don’t see what’s directly in front of you.”

      Brianna’s head tilted slightly, confused, then released the hug and faced her friends.

      “Thank you for finding the real me.” Brianna’s voice was soft. “Thank you for bringing it out of this angry shell. You’ve changed me forever.”

      Stannis swallowed as if nervous, then smiled but avoided direct eye contact with Brianna. “You don’t get it. The real you was always there; you just didn’t see it, but we did, right Rayel?”

      The dryad nodded.

      Just then, the ground shook as FirstMaester SteelClaw, and FirstMaester WarGaze walked toward the trio, their boots, and hulking size pounding the floor of the GreatHall. Brianna’s father and mother followed the Maesters as a pair of healers attended to now conscious EighthColossus.

      Brianna and Stannis stepped back.

      “Well done, Brianna,” Gregg said.

      Kristofer towered over her, his metallic eye seeming to sparkle in the light of the hall. “Yes, excellent work.”

      The two Maesters beamed with pride, each patting Brianna affectionately on the back.

      Just then, Jase stepped forward and gazed down upon his daughter. “Brianna, what you’ve done here is amazing.”

      For a moment, Brianna thought her father was about to apologize for how he’d treated her in the past, but that seemed ridiculous.

      “No giant has ever raised an army like this—”

      Anger rose from her soul. She stood tall and glared. “You’re wrong. One giant did these things . . . me. I’m Brianna RuleShaker of the TreeAgate clan and—”

      Jase raised a hand, trying to silence his daughter. “Just wait.”

      Brianna grew quiet and stared up at her father, ready to yell again.

      “What I was going to say was, no other giant has ever raised an army like this and fought the way you did, and we are all grateful that you were here in our hour of need.”

      Brianna was stunned.

      “You showed us that we should be willing to do anything if it’ll help others, even if it means doing something other giants haven’t done before.” Jase pointed at her warhammers. “Like wielding two short warhammers like an expert GiantLegion warrior.”

      Many of the students shouted and cheered. Jase raised his hands in the air, quieting the crowd.

      “I’m fond of being right, and think I’m right all the time, but I’ll be the first person to say when I was wrong.” He moved closer and put a hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “I was wrong about you, Brianna. You are more of a giant than most, and you will always have my respect.”

      He stepped back and pounded his fist into his chest, then beat it a second time. Starr moved to her husband’s side and also showed the sign of HighRespect.

      A tear leaked from Brianna’s eye.

      Jase turned and glared at the other giants in the room, his gaze like angry steel. The other giants nodded and faced Brianna, then pounded their chests twice, the room filling with thunder.

      Rayel shouted loud. “BRI!”

      Stannis echoed the joyous yell, followed by students of Harmony.

      “Bri!”

      “Brianna!”

      “RuleShaker!”

      Another tear leaked from her eye.

      Both Jase and Starr raised their hands in the air again, bringing the crowd once again under control.

      “Your mother and I talked with EighthColossus SeaTamer, and we need to do one more thing before we have a great banquet to celebrate Brianna’s victory. It is—”

      “Not my victory,” Brianna interjected. “It was the victory of the students of Harmony.”

      “Yes, of course.” Jase nodded. “What I was going to say was it’s time for a Naming.”

      Brianna’s mouth dropped open. She glanced at the Maesters. They just returned her look with huge smiles.

      “EighthColossus, please do the honors,” Jase said.

      The wounded giant shook his head. “Ouch.” One of the healers rushed to his side, but he pushed them away. He turned to Jase. “I think you should do the honors.”

      “Very well.” Jase smiled, then glanced at his wife. He took her hand and stood, staring down at their daughter in pride. “From this day forward, Brianna MineShaker or Brianna RuleShaker will be known as Brianna TwoHammers.”

      The students of Harmony yelled and screamed, shouting her new name for all to hear. Rayel put an arm around her friend, and Stannis did the same on the other side. The three friends embraced each other, tears streaming down their faces.

      “You know I couldn’t have done this without you two.” Brianna tumbled down her cheeks, landing on Stannis’ shoulder.

      “Of course, you couldn’t.” Rayel smiled. “You needed my staff and Stannis’ rope.”

      “That’s not what I mean. Of course, I wouldn’t have survived all the battles we fought without you two. But what I mean is, I would have never figured out what kind of giant I wanted to be without your friendship and faith in me. All the titles and Names are meaningless compared to your friendship. I am forever grateful that we met.”

      “You mean that night when five giants tried to attack you.” Stannis smiled.

      Brianna nodded. “That might have been the best day of my life.”

      Stannis and Rayel laughed, Bailey barking at their feet.

      Brianna bent over and scooped up the tree ferret and put the animal on her shoulder.

      “Come, Brianna, there’s a banquet in your honor in the GiantCouncil’s dining hall.” Jase picked up his warhammer and slung it over his shoulder, then picked up Brianna’s weapons and handed them to her. He glanced down at the hammer that had represented the shame of their family and noticed a piece missing from the side. He pointed at it, confused.

      Reaching into her vest, Brianna pulled out Jaek’s diary and handed it to her father. “It was hidden inside the hammer. It’s the true story of one of our Fathers.”

      “Really.” Jase’s thick eyebrows rose.

      Brianna took two steps toward the doors, then stopped and faced EighthColossus SeaTamer. “I’m not going to a banquet without all of them.” Brianna pointed at the students of Harmony.

      “But only giants are allowed in the GiantCouncil’s dining hall,” one of the GiantCouncil members said.

      “Not anymore.” She turned to her fellow students. “Come with me. The GiantCouncil is throwing all of us a banquet in thanks for stopping the scavengers and saving StoneHold.”

      The students cheered and headed for the massive stone doors.

      Brianna turned to her father and smiled.

      “Still doing things your way?” he asked.

      “Always.”

      Jase reached out and drew his daughter into a long-overdue hug, squeezing her tight, then released her and headed for the door. He glanced at the EighthColossus.

      Sorin SeaTamer shrugged, then laughed, and nodded.

      Stannis and Rayel cheered, then followed to students out of the GreatHall.

      Brianna walked arm in arm with her father, and for the first time in her life, she truly felt she knew who she was.

      “I’m Brianna TwoHammers,” she whispered, “giant of the TreeAgate clan, citizen of StoneHold, and protector of Phoenix.”
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      I hope you enjoyed The Giant’s Giant. If you did, please please please leave a review on Amazon; it helps, A LOT. To leave a review, go here: https://chev.link/TGG_Review.
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      Mark

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      To see the flipbook animation that is included in the print version of TGG, go here: http://markcheverton.com/the-giants-giant-flipbook/. Only people who purchased the eBook have access to this page.
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