an eye on them. So let's keep looking. And don't drop those zamor sphere launchers — I built them in a hurry and they're pretty fragile."

The group pressed on, each member well aware that their quest might be futile. The Toa Inika weren't even sure that the Toa Nuva were still alive — just hopeful.

Then again, thought Garan, in some battles, hope is the only weapon you have.
The Toa Inika stood before a fork in the stair​way. The right passage was blocked with stone, and the left wide open.

"Think the Piraka closed off the right pas​sage to throw us off the trail?" asked Jailer.

Hewkii took a close look at the pile of rock. "No, this has been here a long time."

Matoro frowned. He could have sworn that when he came this way in his spirit form, the left passage had been blocked and the right open. Given what Hewkii said, though, that was impos​sible ... wasn't it?

"So we go left," Jailer said.

"Great," muttered Kongu. "Guess I am the only one who remembers what Turaga Matau always says about going left."

Before the Toa could take a step into the left portal, Jailer spotted a figure coming up the stair​case toward them. "Be ready!" he snapped, and the other Inika braced for combat.

But the being that emerged from the shad​ows was not a Piraka or some other kind of enemy. He was an almost regal figure in red and gold armor, wearing an all too familiar Kanohi Mask of Shielding. The shield he carried some​how managed to gleam brightly even in the dim light. Although none of the Toa Inika present had any memories of ever meeting him before, they all recognized him from the Turaga's tales.

"This is impossible," Jailer whispered. "Toa Lhikan??"

"Wait, wait a minute," said Matoro. "Turaga Vakama said Lhikan became a Turaga 1000 years ago, fought Makuta, and ..."
"The word you're hard-looking for is 'died,'" said Kongu, taking aim with his laser crossbow. "Which means the golden one here is an impostor."

The figure before them made no move to defend himself. He regarded the Toa Inika calmly and when he spoke, it was with an almost pater​nal tone to his voice. "Amazing ... that the Toa Metru I helped bring in to being should lead to a new generation of heroes with such ... unusual masks."

"Who are you?" demanded Hahli. "You cannot be who you appear to be. Toa Lhikan died a hero, and you defile his memory."

"And his mask!" said Jailer. He had inher​ited the Noble Mask of Turaga Lhikan, but it was stolen from him during the journey to Voya Nui.

"Am I dead in your memories? Am I dead in your hearts?" asked Lhikan. "Because if the answer to those questions is no, then I am not truly dead."

"If I quick-fire this crossbow, you will be," replied Kongu.

Lhikan ignored him. "I've come to bring you a warning. Proceed no farther down these stairs. The Mask of Life is not for such as you. Turn back, Toa, while you can."

Jailer looked into the eyes of the Toa he regarded as one of the greatest heroes in his​tory. All he saw was shadow. "If you truly are Toa Lhikan, would you turn back and give up on so vital a mission, when you know thousands depend on you?"

Lhikan shook his head. "No, I wouldn't," he said, taking a step backward into the dark​ness. "But, then, look what happened to me."

Jailer rushed forward, but Toa Lhikan was gone. The Toa Inika of Fire turned back to his comrades, troubled and confused. "First Karzahni, now this ... far too many specters of the past trying to stop us."

"Well, we have to worry about the future... they don't," said Nuparu. "So let's keep going."

The Toa Inika continued down the stair​case, convinced that they could now leave the past behind them. Unfortunately, they were about to discover the past was far from through with them.

*     *    *
Axonn had spent a lot of time lately on the wrong end, of battles. His first clash with the Piraka had ended, thanks to an ambush by Brutaka. His efforts to stop Brutaka from revealing the loca​tion of the Mask of Life had resulted in his being beaten to a pulp by a being he used to consider a friend.

But in this game, Brutaka, it doesn't matter who wins the first few battles, Axonn thought. Only who wins the last one.
Brutaka charged. Axonn swung his axe, only to have his enemy block it with a twin-bladed sword. Weapons locked together, they strained at each other. Brutaka had the advantages of height and reach, but Axonn was a little stronger and rapidly began to force his enemy back.

"You're weakening," said Axonn.

"You're dreaming," Brutaka shot back.

"Give up. There's no reason Botar has to be brought into this."

Brutaka's eyes widened. Every Order of Mata Nui member knew the name Botar, and just what mention of him could mean. "You wouldn't," he said.

"Watch me."

"I'd rather watch you die," said Brutaka, suddenly stopping his resistance. With nothing pushing back, Axonn's own force propelled him forward. Brutaka fell backward and used his legs and Axonn's momentum to send his enemy flying. Axonn hit the floor and skidded close to the crystal vat containing the Piraka's virus.

Brutaka got to his feet and raised his sword. It was time to finish the job.

Axonn saw the blade coming toward him. He rolled aside at the last possible moment as the tip of Brutaka's sword buried itself in the floor. Axonn used a leg sweep to upend Brutaka. As soon as his foe hit the ground, Axonn tried to wrest the sword away.

"Stupid," said Brutaka. "You gave this sword to me, remember? Already forgotten what it can do?"

The weapon flared with energy. An electri​cal jolt shot through Axonn's body, forcing his hands to tighten on the sword. Pain ripped through him and he couldn't let go!

"I could just let you fry," Brutaka snarled,
even as he kicked Axonn's axe across the room.
"When did you become such a fool? I've beaten
you twice
This will be the last time."

Brutaka shut down the blade's energy. Axonn gasped and let go of the weapon.

"When the Piraka return with the Mask of Life, I'm taking it away from them," Brutaka said. "Then I am getting off this barren rock and show​ing the universe what real power looks like. And you're not going to do anything to stop me."

Brutaka called on the power of his Kanohi mask. A dimensional vortex appeared in the air near Axonn, moving closer and closer to the downed guardian.

"Why should I waste my blade on you, when I can transport you far from here?" Brutaka asked, laughing. "Go ahead, Axonn, attack me. Even if you knock me out, that gate will keep after you until it draws you inside. It won't disappear until someone has passed through it... and that someone is you."

Axonn saw the gate advancing rapidly, threatening to envelop him. He couldn't see any​thing inside it, only deep darkness. He knew Brutaka's power — the gate might lead to some​place else on Voya Nui or any other island, or even to a different dimension entirely. No mat​ter the destination, he knew he would wind up too far away to stop Brutaka.

Axonn scrambled to his feet and prepared for a final charge at his enemy. All right, Brutaka — but if I have to go, you can bet I'm not going alone.
three
Toa Matoro barely ducked in time. A blast of shadow energy tore through the rock above his head. The near miss wasn't half as disturbing as who hurled the blast.

"Okay, this can really stop!" he shouted. "Any time now would be fine!"

The Toa Inika had rounded a bend in the staircase only to find themselves face-to-face with a host of nightmares. Blocking their way were a Rahkshi, a Bohrok, a Bohrok-Kal, a Nui-Rama, a Muaka, and at the head of this assemblage of evil, Makuta himself. All were beings they had faced before as Matoran, but their presence here as a team made no sense. There was little time to puzzle it out, though, as a hail of shadow bolts, fire blasts, fear power, and more drove the Toa Inika back.

"Lhikan wasn't joking," said Kongu. "And here I always thought reunions were supposed to be happy-fun."

Toa Hahli narrowly dodged the slashing claws of the Muaka, a great catlike animal. She responded to the attack with one of her own, a powerful blast of water that slammed into the Rahi beast and hurled him against the rock wall. The Muaka struck hard and slid to the ground, un moving.

Hahli's eyes widened. The creature looked dead, but she had seen Muaka get hit by much worse and spring right back into action. The awful thought that she did not know her own strength as a Toa ran through her head.

"Hey, Hahli!" yelled Hewkii. "This is no time to daydream!"

"You take the Bohrok," Kongu said to Hewkii. "I want the big guy for myself."

Farther up the stairs, Jailer was wrestling with a Rahkshi Turahk. The red-armored creature with its power to induce fear was a challenge, but still an enemy that a prepared Toa could handle with  some effort. Yet Jailer felt his muscles turning to water as he fought the monster. Memories of another fight with a Turahk kept intruding.

He had been a Matoran then, side by side with the Toa Nuva and his best friend, Takua, on the island of Mata Nui. Makuta had sent his Rahkshi to try to stop the Toa of Light from ever coming into being. A Turahk had been about to strike down Takua when Jailer grabbed on to the Rahkshi's staff. Pure fear power poured into Jailer until it overwhelmed his ability to handle it. He died then, only to be returned to life later in a way he still could not explain.

But that doesn't change the fact that I died —-/ died! he thought, as he strained against the Rahkshi. Is that a possibility I can face again?
The metallic mouth of the Rahkshi opened to reveal the slimy kraata slug inside. The repul​sive sight brought more memories. The village of Ta-Koro destroyed ... Ko-Koro badly dam​aged ... Matoran fleeing for their lives ... all because of these monsters.

"Never again!" Jailer shouted, wrenching himself free of the Rahkshi's grasp. He aimed his energized flame sword, intending to create a wall K of flame between him and his opponent. The ||p fires appeared, as he had wished, but something immediately went wrong. The lightning refused y&a stay intertwined with the flames, instead lanc-out in all directions. One bolt struck the ihkshi, instantly destroying the kraata inside. The Rahkshi armor collapsed to the ground. Jailer stared down at his handiwork, feeling just htts empty as the scorched metal exo-skeleton at : his feet.

By the time Kongu had gotten into position, Hewkii had trashed his Bohrok foe, Nuparu was locked in combat with a Bohrok-Kal, and Matoro $, was trying to ice the wings of the Nui-Rama. Strangely enough, neither the Kal nor Makuta had said anything during the battle.

Usually we can't get these losers to shut up, Kongu thought.

"Not sure how you got this monster-crew together, Makuta," the Toa Inika of Air said. "But it won't do you any good. We're going quick-down those stairs, around you or over you — your choice."

Makuta did not reply, his silence infuriating Kongu. The Toa took aim with his energy cross​bow and fired two bolts. Makuta made no effort to get out of the way. Instead, he simply waved his hand and the two bursts of energy froze in midair. Then the bolts dropped, hit the floor, and shattered like glass.

Undeterred, Kongu called upon his power over air, creating a mini-cyclone centered on Makuta. The winds were so powerful that noth​ing could breathe within, or stay rooted to the ground. Yet somehow Makuta remained unaffected. In fact, the power of the master of shadows cut right through the cyclone to blast Kongu with solid darkness.

The Toa of Air picked himself painfully up off the stairs. Something was not right here. The Mask of Telepathy he wore should have been picking up a morass of evil thoughts from Makuta, but nothing was coming through, from him or from any of the other foes. Even stranger, Makuta had taken everything he had to throw at him    without as much as a scratch.

Well, not everything, Kongu reminded him​self. / still have this zamor sphere launcher. But zamors loaded with energized protodermis wouldn't just stop him ... they'd kill him.
He toyed with the thought for an instant. Makuta had been tormenting the Matoran for centuries. He had driven them from Metru Nui to Mata Nui, and even then did everything he could to keep them living in fear and despair.

He might ever-deserve to die, thought Kongu. But if I kill him in ice-cold blood, I'm no better than he is... and not worthy of being a Toa-hero.
Suddenly, the choice was no longer Kongu's
 to make. His, launcher fired on its own, sending
 the sphere straight at Makuta. It struck the mas-
 ter of shadows dead on. Makuta screamed as the
 bizarre substance began dissolving his armor.

"No!" yelled Kongu, rushing to the side of his fallen enemy. "How is this possible? I didn't fire!"

It was too late for questions. Makuta was dead, slain by the Toa Inika of Air. And Kongu knew that nothing could ever be the same again.

The battle was over.

The Toa Inika's six opponents were stretched out on the stone steps. All of them were dead, and none of the Toa was quite sure how it had happened. They had not set out to kill any of their enemies, nor been forced into it by circum​stance. It had just... happened.

"We lost control," said Hahli, sadly. "All this power... maybe it is too much for us to handle."

"It was just bad luck," said Hewkii. "That's all it was."

"Bad luck for us. Worse luck for them," said Kongu, bending over to inspect the damaged Bohrok and its dead krana. "None of which explains what a Bohrok and a Bohrok-Kal were even doing here, when we know they shouldn't be. I — hey!"

The outer surface of the Bohrok began to shimmer and fade. As it did so, another form came into view. The sight stole the breath from Kongu's lungs.

"It's Pohatu Nuva!" he cried. "This Bohrok... it just turned into Pohatu Nuva!"

The other Toa Inika rushed over. The same thing was happening to all of their fallen foes. Makuta had transformed into Tahu Nuva, the Rahkshi into Kopaka Nuva, the Muaka to Onua Nuva, the Nui-Rama into Lewa Nuva, and the Bohrok-Kal into Gali Nuva. All six were there, and all six were dead at the hands of the Toa Inika.

"Illusions," whispered Toa Jailer. "We fought illusions of our greatest enemies, never knowing... and when we struck, we killed our friends."

Toa Hewkii threw his zamor launcher and laser axe on the ground and walked away. "We were tricked into murdering them! Someone knew we were just stupid enough to believe whatever we saw, and they used us!"

"That's not even the worst of it," said Matoro. "How can we trust our senses, or our​selves, after this? If we can't tell friend from enemy, if we can't control our powers, we're not heroes ... we're menaces."

"So what do you want us to do?" Kongu said, anger in his voice. "Give up? Hope some other Toa-heroes come along in time to save the Great Spirit?"

Nuparu sat down on the stairs and stared at the ground. "But, Kongu, how could we be sure we were saving him? What if... what if we got tricked again and we killed Mata Nui? Are you prepared to risk causing the death of the universe?"

An uncomfortable silence descended on the six Toa. All of them, at one point or another, had worried that the power they now wielded might be too much to bear. It was impossible to go from being Matoran one moment to Toa the next, without having such fears. But none had ever dreamed the misuse of their energies would lead to such a disaster.

"I don't see what choice we have," said Hahli. "If we can't rely on our judgment, and we are afraid of our power, we can't be effective. We can't accomplish our mission. Jailer, we will have to turn back."

The Toa Inika of Fire didn't answer. His

eyes were locked on the unmoving form of Tahu

Nuva. When he spoke, his voice was ragged with

grief. "Tahu told me something once, not long

after he first arrived on our island. He said having

real courage doesn't mean  being unafraid of

death — it means you keep on striving for what's

right despite your fear."

He looked up at his partners. "Don't you see? The Toa risked death every single day against Makuta, the Rahkshi, the Bohrok. They knew something like this might happen and they kept on fighting anyway. They weren't perfect — they made mistakes, they fought with each other — but they kept going, and they would expect the same of us."

"Even after this?" asked Hahli quietly.

"Especially after this," Jailer replied. "Because it means we are on our own, with no hope of aid." When no one spoke, he added, "I am going on, in honor of Tahu Nuva's memory and Lhikan's memory and all the other Toa who came before us. Who else will join me?"

One by one, each of the Toa Inika stepped forward. With a last look at their fallen heroes, they turned to resume their journey. They had gone only a few steps when Toa Hewkii paused to look back. What he saw — or rather, didn't see — stunned him.

"They're gone! The Toa Nuva have disap​peared!"

The Inika rushed to the spot where the dead Toa had been lying. There was no trace of them.

"We only had our backs turned for a sec​ond," said Hahli. "What could have happened?"

"Well, they didn't get up and walk away," said Matoro, adding quickly, "I hope."

"You are blind-missing a better question: what if they were never here at all?" Kongu replied. He tapped the side of his mask. "Kanohi Suletu, remember? Telepathy. All thoughts, all the time. But I picked up nothing but ever-silence from those six."

"And no thoughts means no minds," said Hewkii.

"And no minds means they were just illu​sions," concluded Kongu. Then he added, smiling, "Or else they were all Po-Matoran."

Matoro grinned. Hahli tried in vain to stifle a giggle. Seconds later, the ancient staircase was ringing with a living, vibrant sound it had not experienced in its entire history: laughter. 
FOUR  
The Piraka were not amused.

Their journey had been brought to an abrupt halt in a most disturbing way. Six cylin​ders of stone had erupted from the staircase, trapping each of them in their own individual prison. The stone rapidly proved too smooth to climb and impervious to eyebeams, brute strength, or Piraka weaponry. Although the cylinders were open at the top, Zaktan's attempt to fly out was met by a jolt of electricity sufficient to send him crashing back to earth.

All of the cylinders shared one feature in common. On the inside of each, at roughly waist level, was a stone latch. Just why it was there was a mystery, as there were no visible signs of a door.
"What's next?" grumbled Thok. "The walls close in? Swarms of fireflyers attack? The Shadowed One sings?"

His answer didn't come from any of the other Piraka, but from an aged voice that boomed from all around them. Although none of the cap​tives knew it, the voice belonged to the Great Being who had crafted the route to the Mask of Life. The words had been spoken thousands of years before.

"Travelers, you now face another test," the voice said. "Only two types of being can escape the cylinders in which you find yourselves — the completely selfless, and the completely selfish.

"Behold the latches in your prison cells. If all of you raise your latches at the same time, then the cylinders will open and you are free to proceed. AH will be well, and all will have an equal chance to obtain the Mask of Life. But if one of you raises his latch before the others do, he and only he will be free to continue on his way, while all of his companions will be destroyed. You must decide."

Zaktan immediately shouted, "No one touches their latch!"

Thok pulled his hand back from the piece of stone as if he had been burned. "All right, Zaktan, you don't have to yell! We're trapped, not deaf."

"Avak, have you found another way out of these cylinders?" asked Zaktan.

"No, and if there's one thing I know, it's prison cells," Avak replied. "It looks like the voice was telling the truth — it's all of us ... or only one of us."

"Then I suppose we have to ... work together," Hakann said, the words obviously dis​gusting him.

"Exactly, and quickly," Zaktan answered. He knew the more time his teammates had to think, the better the chance one of them would betray the rest. It had certainly crossed his mind, but going on alone would be madness. Partners are necessary so that future opponents will have someone to demolish while I escape, he reasoned.
"Then at the count of three, we all raise our latches at once," said Avak. "Are we agreed?"
Each of the Piraka said yes. Zaktan wasn't sure which worried him more — that Hakann was the first to answer or Vezok the last.

"I ... 2 ... "

Suddenly, the floor opened up beneath all six Piraka. A powerful suction drew them down to a fate unknown. As they slid through narrow stone channels, Reidak could be heard shouting, "He lied! The voice lied!"

Their unexpected journey ended with a Splash. The Piraka flew out the end of the pas​sages and right into a large pool of liquid protodermis. They plunged far beneath it, but fortunately, its depth was great enough that they did not strike the bottom. When they broke the surface again, all of them were unharmed ... at least, for the moment.

"Reidak!" Zaktan shouted in a rage. "You moron! Of course he lied! The whole thing was a trap for any team that could not trust each other. The second you raised that latch and tried to betray us, you doomed us all."

"Don't blame Reidak — maybe he wasn't trying to cross us. Maybe he just can't count," commented Avak. He looked around. "And, hey, this isn't bad, as dooms go."

He had a point. The liquid protodermis was actually refreshing after the long climb down the stairs. Granted there didn't seem to be any easy way to get out of it The water filled the entire chamber and the only exits were the passages the Piraka had slid down, entrances to which were on the ceiling high above. But the Piraka had escaped from worse traps in their time.

"We will discuss this later," Zaktan said, in
a tone that left no doubt the conversation would
not be a pleasant one for Reidak. "Let's get out

of here."

Zaktan dissolved his body into a free-floating
mass of protodites and began to rise into the air.

He had made it only a few feet above the water


when slabs of stone started falling away from the

walls all over the chamber. The Piraka dove under the water as the rocks struck, sending huge splashes into the air. When the hail of rock was done, there were dozens and dozens of recessed slots exposed in the walls.

There was a moment of uneasy silence. The Piraka returned to the surface, their eyes darting around to see what would happen next. They didn't have long to wait. Jets of white-hot flame erupted from each slot, forming fiery "bars" above the water. Zaktan yelled in pain and dropped back into the pool.

Reidak squinted at the bright glow. The air above the water was now a mass of fire and the Piraka were caged just as surely as if they had been in a cell.

"Now what?" said Avak.

"Maybe they aren't really there," suggested Thok. "Like Irnakk."

"Let's throw Reidak up there and find out," said Hakann.

"They are real enough," hissed Zaktan. "I lost enough protodites to know that."

"Okay, so we stay in the water," said Vezok, "until the flame jets run out of power."  

Thok looked at his partner as if Vezok had just grown a second head. "What happens to water when it's exposed to flame?"

In the old days, Vezok would have shot back the answer in an instant. Since he had been split into two beings — himself and Vezon — he had not been quite so swift. He paused for a moment, wondering if this might be a trick ques​tion, before saying, "It boils?"

"And so do we, if we stay here," said Thok. "Or we could try climbing the walls to reach the exits and get fried. Take your pick."

The only answer came from the flame jets, which suddenly increased in power. Soon, the Piraka knew, they would be forced under the water, which would add drowning to their list of possible fates.

"That settles it," said Hakann. "Next time someone invites me to join a group, I'm say​ing no."

FIVE     
Velika stood before the doorway to a nar​row passage leading downward. He looked puzzled. "The mountain can be shaped by rain I and wind ... but can the mountain shape itself by drive and will?"

"Will someone please tell him to stop that?" muttered Kazi.

Balta went to stand beside the Po-Matoran. "No, he's found something. Remember, Velika oversaw the team of Matoran who built this for​tress for the Piraka. He knows every corner of it. If he says this wasn't there before, then it wasn't. The Piraka must have carved out a lower level."

The Matoran rushed down the passage, heedless of any traps that might be waiting. If the Toa Nuva were still alive, every moment that passed could place them in terrible danger.

"Down here!" Balta shouted. He had found a chamber sealed by a door made of stone three feet thick. An iron ring served as a handle, but it would take someone with the strength of Reidak to open it.

Garan turned to Kazi. "We'll work together. The rest of you, back off."

The Onu-Matoran and the Ko-Matoran prepared themselves for their task. Then both raised their weapons and fired, Garan launching a pulse bolt and Kazi a blast of sonics. Despite its strength, the chamber door could not stand up to this double bombardment. With a sound like thunder, it shattered into rubble.

Balta did not even wait for the dust to clear before scrambling over the stone. He could make out six figures, maskless, chained to the wall. Elemental energies flowed from their hands into a bottomless well in the center of the room. They looked drained and exhausted, and their eyes glowed with a faint red gleam.

"Incredible," Balta said. "They must have been enslaved by the virus and imprisoned here.

Whoever did it ordered them to pour their ele​mental energies out until there was no more, and then go beyond that point."

Piruk and Velika set to work breaking the chains. The Toa Nuva did not respond, seeming to take no notice of the fact that anyone had come into the chamber.

"Even if they fought off the effects of the virus, they would have had no power left to escape," said Garan. "And who knows what else might have happened? The constant drain might even have killed them over time."

All six Toa Nuva were free — physically, at least. Now the Matoran had to free them from mental enslavement as well. Each loaded his launcher with one of the same zamor spheres the Toa Inika had used to free the Matoran pop​ulation of the island.

"Fire!" said Garan.

The spheres struck their targets. All six Toa Nuva immediately slumped to the ground, as if struck dead. Dalu rushed to Tahu Nuva, only to find he was still alive, just badly weakened.

"Wake up!" she urged. "The Toa Inika need you!"

"Your tools are here. We can take you to your masks," Balta said, helping Kopaka Nuva to rise. "I just hope it is not already too late."

"Toa... Inika?"asked Onua Nuva. "What... what are you talking about?"

"It's a long story," said Garan. "We'll tell you on the way."

Hakann looked up at the burning bars of flame, now not so very far overhead. "So how do we like our Piraka," he asked, "baked or boiled?"

"Be quiet," said Zaktan. "I'm thinking."

"Oh, then I'll alert a Chronicler," the crimson-armored Piraka said sarcastically. "Your thinking is what brought us here. As I recall, you thought looting Makuta's corpse would be a grand idea."

Zaktan ignored him. "We can't go forward, back, or up. That leaves down. Vezok, dive deep and see what you can find."

Grateful to get away from the awful heat, Vezok complied. As he went farther down, the water cooled to a more comfortable tempera​ture. The whole thing seemed like a Matoran's errand to him, though, since it was so dark at the pool's bottom, he could not see a thing. Determined to find a way out, he began feeling his way along the floor, looking for some kind of a gap.

There! He had chanced upon a narrow opening between two rocks. A few quick blows widened it a little, just enough for someone his size to fit through. Then he went back to get the others, so that no matter what might be waiting in the tunnel, Reidak would be going first.

Moments later, all six Piraka were swim​ming through the gap. Beyond it was a winding tunnel that went down, then up, then veered sharply down again, then settled into a long, gen​tle ascent. There was barely enough room to move, let alone fight back if anything attacked.

Bringing up the rear, Hakann was the one who noticed that stone slabs were falling into place behind them as they swam. There would be no going back if they didn't like their destination.

Reidak suddenly stopped swimming and pointed upward. Then he vanished into the ceil​ing. It was only when Hakann got a little closer that he realized there was another tunnel branch​ing off this one and heading straight up. He followed his partners into it, hoping it led some​where with breathable air.

To his great relief, it did. The Piraka emerged on a vast plain of hardened magma. At the far edge, a huge stone bridge spanned a river of lava. The far tower of the bridge featured a small gate​way at the bottom. Instinctively, the Piraka knew they had almost reached their goal. So excited were they that none of them noticed the subtle, minute changes already happening to them due to their exposure to the water. But there would be time enough to realize, and tremble, later.

"Let's go," said Thok. "The mask must be close now."

"Wait," ordered Zaktan. The Piraka looked back at him in surprise. "I want the Mask of Life as well, but I don't want to have to fight my way past six Toa to escape with it. They may be close behind — it will cost us nothing to set a trap for them here, and then take the mask at our leisure."

Hakann frowned. Zaktan had been the one pushing hardest to find the mask from the begin​ning, and now he wanted to wait? Then again, if the other five Piraka and the Toa Inika destroyed each other in battle, Zaktan could claim the mask for himself with no opposition.

Regardless, the Piraka leader was right. If the Toa surprised them in a confined space when they had to worry about protecting the mask, they would be demolished. Better to choose the battle site themselves.

"Then let's get to work," said Hakann. "There's nothing like an ambush to brighten up your day."

At the moment, fighting the Piraka was the fur​thest thing from the Toa's minds. They had come to yet another chamber along the stairway's path, this one lit by dark red lightstones. Although
