The BIONICLE Story
This is the story of Bionicle.

Rule of the Great Beings

In time, before time, multiple species inhabited a planet called Spherus Magna. Spherus Magna was a paradise, a planet filled with life. Under the shining sun, the powerful creators known as the Great Beings, the villagers called Agori, and the warriors of the Glatorian species thrived. The Great Beings ruled the planet, which was organized into elemental tribes. They ruled with wisdom and justice. 

An Agori one day founded Lein’s trading post in the Great Jungle of Spherus Magna. This business was very succesfull and Lein was respected for creating such a good business. The business was ended after Lein died of natural causes. Lein’s Drift was named after him.

During a period of time, the Great Beings created a giant Prototype Robot as an experiment to see if they could successfully build an operational large-scale robot. The robot began to function after it was activated, but after a short amount of time the instability of its power source caused it to violently detonate, scattering pieces of it across the Great Barren. The Great Beings did not attempt to repair the prototype, or to recover the pieces.

The happy life of the Agori was diturbed when one of the seven tribes was struck by a mysterious plague: the Agori of that village lost their ability to dream. The first signs of the plague appeared in several miners of the Iron Tribe, who began acting irritable with one another. They claimed to be fine, but noted that they were unable to dream. The affected eventually grew violent, and descended into madness soon after, ultimately dying. The disease soon spread, affecting many of the Agori and warriors there. A small number of the tribe were unaffected, and the diseased Agori attacked their former friends, desperate to know why they were spared the disease, forcing them into hiding. The village leader appealed to the Skrall and other tribes for help, but was refused out of fear that he was a carrier. Any material that they still mined was refused for the same reason. One healthy Agori attempted to join another tribe, but was chased out into the wilderness and killed by beasts. Telluris, an Iron warrior, attempted to have the few survivors disguise themselves by coating their armor with minerals, but the effort failed. Once the majority of the tribe had died, the survivors emerged from hiding and went their separate ways. The plague obliterated most of the Iron Tribe, and instilled a fear into the neighboring tribes, who barred the Iron Tribe members from entering their villages.

Reign of the Element Lords

Sometime after the plague had destroyed the Iron Tribe, the Great Beings, in need of assistance in leading the inhabitants of Spherus Magna, selected one leader class Skrall and one member of each of the warrior class of the most populous tribes: Fire, Water, Jungle, Sand and Ice. The warriors were summoned to the Cavern of the Elements in the Underground Lab of the Great Beings, and endowed with Elemental Powers, creating the Element Lords. Changed by the transformation, they became unified with their elements and were bestowed with armor and weapons. They became the leaders of the planet, commanding tribes in Bara Magna based in locales similar to their elements. The Element Lords coexisted together without incident for several thousands of years.

The peace was not to last. The planet of Spherus Magna had long harbored a vast quantity of Energized Protodermis within its core. When a portion of the substance worked its way up to the surface of the planet in the Northern Frost, the Agori of the Ice Tribe discovered it, and began investigating the liquid. When one Agori touched it, he was obliterated, revealing powerful properties to the liquid. The Element Lord of Ice, after being informed of the discovery, managed to secure control over the well. The Element Lords held a conference about the future of the liquid and assumed they would be allowed to share it. They were wrong. The other Element Lords coveted the powerful substance, and declared war on one another for it, breaking the longstanding mutual peace that was held. The Great Beings, enigmatic creators and former leaders of the planet, were intrigued by the substance, and sent Raanu and Kyry to retrieve some of the substance so they could utilize it in their experiments.

Core War

The warrior species of the planet were enlisted into the six armies, and used to fight. The Element Lords remained in the villages, directing the troops. The Agori began acting as support staff, and remained in the villages to assist their soldiers. Surel, a warrior for the Ice Tribe, was assigned to train the Iron Wolves, previous creations of the Great Beings.

The fighting raged all over the planet, and involved the majority of the population. The Great Beings despised the war, and demanded that the Element Lords enter peace negotiations, but their absence from power for so long had reduced any influence they had, and the Element Lords refused to compromise. Despite the amount of fighters, the war never reached the Black Spike Mountains. The Bone Hunters roamed the deserts, eschewing any militaristic fighting. The Iron Tribe also did not participate in the war, their numbers having been devastated by the plague. 

During the war, several soldiers were fused to the trees of a forest, by the power of the Element Lord of Jungle. The area later came to be called the Forest of Blades, after the weapons that the soldiers still held.

Vastus, a field commander of the Jungle Tribe, was chosen to lead a covert sabotage operation during the war. His efforts were largely successful, though an accident during a mission to trigger an avalanche accidentally caused the deaths of a large number of non-combatant Agori. He became grief-ridden.

Gelu eventually grew disillusioned with the fighting, and defected from the army. He was unable to escape the war, however, and got caught up in a battle. His best friend, Surel was gravely injured during the fight, and was thought to have died. However, the Iron Wolves saved him.

The Jungle Tribe, at one point, fought with a Rock Tribe battalion, lead by Stronius. Another battle was fought at Lein's Drift some time during the war.

Upon receiving a sample of Energized Protodermis from Raanu and Kyry, the Great Beings noticed that the Energized Protodermis was causing damage to the planet.

Angonce walked purposefully toward a blank stone wall in the rear of his chamber. As the tall,

spare figure approached, the blocks that made up the wall softened and shifted, forming an

opening. He gazed out this new window at the mountains and forest below, sadness and regret

in his dark eyes.

He had often stood here before, reflecting upon the beauty of Spherus Magna. From the

southern desert of Bara Magna to the great northern forest, it was a place of stunning vistas

and infinite opportunities for knowledge. Angonce had spent most of his life discovering its

mysteries, and had hoped for many more years in the pursuit.

But now it seemed that was not to be. He had run every test that he could think of, and

checked and rechecked his findings. They always came out the same: Spherus Magna was

doomed.

“How did it come to this?”, Angonce wondered. “How did we let it get so far?”

He, his brothers and sisters were scholars. Their theories, discoveries and inventions had

transformed this world and changed the lives of the inhabitants, the Agori, in many ways. In

gratitude, they had long ago been proclaimed rulers of Spherus Magna. The Agori called them

the “Great Beings.”

But the business of running a world – settling disputes, managing economies, dealing with

defense issues, worrying about food and equipment supplies – all of this the Great Beings found

a distraction. They wanted to build, study, invent, not oversee, adjudicate, and set policy. Those

were vital duties, they realized, but better that someone else do them.

And so, the Great Beings did what they always did when they had a problem: they created a

solution.

Choosing six warriors, one from each village, the Great Beings endowed them with the power

to control, respectively, fire, ice, water, plant life, rock, and sand. They altered the warriors’

very body chemistry to make each closer to being one with his element. Finally, they gave their

newly created Element Lords weapons and armor that made them look like symbols of the

natural forces of the world.

The Great Beings also gifted the Element Lords one more thing: the responsibility of ruling over

the six tribes of Agori. They would shoulder the day to day duties the Great Beings so despised,

and in return, they would be allowed to rule without interference.

“Our first mistake”, thought Angonce, “though far from our last.”

He turned away from the window, which transformed instantly back into a solid wall. It was

time to face the truth. Any seeker of wisdom will, at some point, encounter an experiment that

goes wrong. When that happens, the best thing to do is learn from it and move on. Naturally,

the results of that experiment must be destroyed to prevent any unforeseen damage from

being done.

The Element Lords had been an experiment that had gone horribly wrong. Now the Great

Beings would have to unleash a new invention to destroy an old one.

Angonce left the chamber and walked down a long corridor, passing a sealed door. Behind it, he

knew that Heremus and the others were completing work on an ultimate weapon to be used

against the Element Lords, robotic beings cpable of shapehifting. These beings were designed to kill anyone who carried a weapon. Maybe the war could be ended this way? Angonce had no desire to witness this. Rather, he felt the need for a vision of hope, something that spoke of better tomorrows and not the tragedies of today.

Leaving the fortress, he walked into a clearing – and there it was. Already standing millions of

feet high, the giant before him was the last, best hope of Spherus Magna. Heremus had said

that if it could not carry the physical heart of the planet within, it could at least carry the great

spirit of this once beautiful world.

Angonce had liked that thought. When it came time to give this new creation a name, he knew

just what to choose. Using the programming language that would guide the giant, he christened

it “Mata Nui.”

The Great Spirit.
*

The Water Tribe, led by Tarix, and the Fire Tribe, led by Ackar, clashed in the Field of Mist, a location in the Great Jungle.

A month long battle occurred in Iron Canyon, a battle in which Ackar participated. Due to the dangerous terrain, armies were forced to frequently hide and be sought out. Narrow corridors forced the armies to move in single file, resulting in massive loss of life when ambushes were sprung. 

*

Two beings hurried through the darkened corridor. They walked softly, assuredly, their moves belying their extreme power.

"We should have predicted this," one said, indicating the roar of carnage and combat that seemed to be coming from all around them.

"Our job is to protect and provide, not to predict," the other one replied. "The Element Lords did exactly what they were supposed to: govern the land. Their arrogance and territorial nature were entirely unforeseeable."

"Their burden was ours to bear, and you know it," his companion retorted. "We cowered from our responsibility, our destiny, and this is the result."

Silence filled the tunnel, oppressively stifiling all; the war itself could have stopped.

"Our duty is to protect this planet, and that is what we're doing... however we can."

The next question was quiet, almost hesitant. "Then you think Heremus is right?"

The second let out a short bark of laughter, a sound that seemed like it would perforate every inch of the tunnel, but reached only the ears of his companion. "No. Let Heremus tinker with his machines. I believe Angonce; the great spirit of this planet will live on."

The two Great Beings rushed through the corridor to their destination, their minds on the task ahead, the war outside nearly forgotten.

*

Tarix parried blow after blow from a Jungle Tribe soldier. It had been a simple plan, he reflected. The Ice Tribe’s finest battalion, led by the famed commander Certavus, had recently defeated several Sand Tribe units that had been preparing to attack them and steal the mysterious silver liquid that everyone coveted. The campaign had taken them across the plains of the desertic Bara Magna region, which meant a long trek home. Expecting to be hailed like heroes, the Ice Tribe band was ambushed by a small Skrall platoon, and demolished. Excellent leader as he was, Certavus managed to save the majority of his warriors from death, but was forced to hide in the dunes to avoid any major confrontations. Despite their best efforts, the news was leaked almost immediately, and the Ice Tribe was forced to triple their security. Tarix, regarded as one of the most elite warriors of the Water Tribe, was assigned to the unit in charge of taking advantage of the Ice Tribe’s absence of power. Not that Tarix was happy about that.

''It just didn’t make sense'', he thought, driving his blades into the joints of two soldiers, crippling them. ''Everybody else will be doing the exact same thing. Why not wait until the other tribes have had a shot? They fail, we take advantage of the weakened defenses, they win, we ambush them. It’s the most pragmatic solution, and one that will result in the fewest lives lost.''

He could have been preaching to the ocean itself. Which, in a sense, he was. The Element Lord of Water, leader of Tarix’s tribe, believed in absolute domination. 

"Muster up all your strength, and overwhelm in a single force," Tarix was told, in lilting tones. "If you fail, simply retreat, regroup, and attack again. That is the flow of combat."

''Politics'', Tarix thought. ''No, worse than politics. Naked greed and ambition.''

A small nick in between his armor told him it was time to turn around. Standing there was Vastus, field commander of the Jungle Tribe. Sitting there in his hands was a very nasty looking scythe. Tarix felt his left arm numb almost immediately.

"Venom," Tarix spat. Soon the entire side of his body was senseless, and he sank to the ground.

"Is this really how it ends, Tarix?" Vastus said wearily. "A shuddering, crumpled heap on the ground? I know you. You’re better than this."

Tarix grinned, a lopsided sneer made almost sinister by the unresponsive side of his face. "Better than you, certainly. What happened to the Vastus I know? You didn’t even use all of your venom. The war getting hard on you?"

A small shadow passed over Vastus’ face. Tarix didn’t catch the microexpression, as he was too busy being smacked in the face by the flat of the scythe. "You’re in no position to argue, Tarix. I hold your life in my hands now. What’s to stop me from taking it?"

Tarix attempted to muster up a laugh, but it only emerged as a gurgle. "You would have killed me long ago if I didn’t have something you need." His expression softened a little. "Enemies as we are, please. I have something that you need, and the last thing you want to do is kill me. We can help each other." He raised his one functioning arm in the air, as a show of peace. Vastus lowered his scythe almost eagerly. He offered a hand to Tarix to help him up.

"So…" Tarix mumbled, propped up by the Jungle commander. "How about an antidote?"

Vastus laughed. "What use would the venom be if I had an antidote?"

*

"A secret tunnel?" Vastus asked.

"Yes," Tarix replied. "Rumor has it that the Element Lord of Ice initiated the construction of several of these tunnels. Apparently, the idea was to expand the entire territory, and the underground tunnels were the first step. They ended up abandoning construction after one of the tunnels collapsed."

Vastus walked to the mouth of the cave, and peered out. A larger cavern greeted his eyes, lit with hastily constructed fires. After they had agreed to a truce, the two commanders had established a single base inside the large cavern. The Water Tribe had originally attempted to camp in there, before they discovered that the Jungle Tribe was lying in wait. The fighting had spilled out into the surrounding area, and both sides were fairly well matched. Vastus saw several soldiers from each tribe mingling in the others camp. Despite all the atrocities, all the suffering, their warriors were willing to put that aside and interact. A small smile graced the face of the Jungle Tribe leader, if only for a moment.

"What makes you think there is still a tunnel remaining?" he said, returning to their campfire.

Tarix continued. "A few weeks back, we took in a small unit of Ice Agori. They said they had been survivors of the tunnel cave-in, and we nursed them back to health. The Ice Tribe negotiated their release, but they were grateful; they told us about the tunnels."

Vastus nodded, impressed. "Where is the tunnel?"

"Several days march from here," Tarix said, pulling out a map. "The path we will take follows the edge of the Great Forest, and through several glaciers. The tunnel entry was hidden, but there is a marker there; we’ll know it when we see it. We have to hurry though. We delayed the release of the Agori in order to get a chance to... act on the information, and mobilize the troops."

A laugh emerged from Vastus. "You sound bitter. What’s the matter? It’s a sound enough plan."

Frowning, Tarix muttered, "That’s what bothers me."

Still chuckling, Vastus continued. "And when is the optimal time to strike? Assuming that they inform their leader right away, there’s a very small window. When should we head out?"

It was Tarix’s turn to laugh.

"Yesterday."

*

A small bird, native to the ice region, alighted upon a rock. A moment later, the bird spread its wings and took off, feet still smoldering where the rock had burned them. The bird was understandably confused; this was the land of ice. Ice meant cold. So how could a rock like that burn with such intensity? The bird spotted prey, and was soon engaged in the hunt. The rock was the furthest thing from its mind. 

In Tarix’s mind, however, the rock was very present. 

"It’s an invention of the Fire Tribe," he explained. "Similar to the darkfire torch, it was designed to give off heat without alerting enemies to its presence. The heat is very self-contained, and rarely affects the surroundings. You have to touch it to know what it is. The Ice Tribe managed to acquire several of them, and were trying to reverse engineer the process."

Vastus gave a non-committal nod of the head, only half listening. Tarix was worried about him. They had been traveling through the Great Forest the previous day when a Fire Tribe squadron had passed by them, led by Malum. The two tribes had managed to hide themselves before being spotted, but one of Vastus’ warriors was rather clumsy, and made a small noise when perching in a tree. Malum could not discover the source of the noise, but it didn’t matter to him. He ordered his troops to burn the forest down, and watched the trees blaze. Vastus lost three soldiers in the inferno, and the destruction of the plant life was almost too much for him to bear. He had been subdued ever since.

Before Tarix could say anything more, he noticed the glacial formations. 

"Halt!" he cried. The two armies stopped, and began looking around.

"Is this the place, Tarix?" Vastus asked.

"Yes," Tarix replied. "The heat rock is around here somewhere. The entrance to the tunnel is located directly beneath it."

Vastus nodded. "Fan out!" he shouted to his troops. The Jungle army sprang to life, and began searching the area, hopping over snow banks and swiftly climbing the cliff walls.

"Wait," Tarix said. "Do they know what--" he stopped. Voices were coming from the woods behind them. Loud voices. Tarix motioned for his troops to take cover, and scrambled up a hill with Vastus. The two found a cropping of rocks, and took shelter behind it.

From the woods emerged the Fire Tribe squadron they had eluded earlier, Malum in the lead. One of the soldiers approached his captain. "Are we sure they went this way, sir?"

"Oh, they went this way," Malum assured his warrior. "I heard them. I can smell them."

Behind their shelter, Tarix turned to Vastus. "What do we--" Vastus silenced him. He then held up one of Tarix’s blades. Surprised, Tarix reached behind him, and only found his other blade. Vastus backed up, to a small space in the rock. He raised the blade. Suddenly, Tarix knew everything that was about to happen. 

"Don’t do it," Tarix said. "Please."

A sad smile appeared on Vastus’ face. "Sorry," he said. Then he brought the blade down. A powerful stream of water whipped out, striking Malum and a soldier. Vastus sliced the base of the rock, sending it tumbling down the hill. He tossed the blade back to Tarix, and then he was gone.

Malum sprung back to his feet, sword at the ready. He saw Tarix standing there, blade in his hands. His fingers tightened around the hilt of his weapon. "Water..." he growled.

No other choice remained to Tarix. He understood what Vastus had done. Malum was by no means an experienced leader, but he had assembled warriors with enough brute force to crush anything in their way. Even with their combined forces, they would have been hard pressed to claim a total victory. Any way the battle went, they would have been in no shape to continue an assault on the Ice Tribe. Vastus had acted out of self-preservation, and Tarix was left to clean up the mess.

"CHARGE!" Tarix roared. Azure warriors of all shapes and sizes emerged from their hiding spots. Taken unawares, many Fire Tribe warriors were struck down, and hastily retreated a distance. Tarix leapt from his perch and threw himself at Malum, grappling with the Fire warrior. The fighters brutally hacked at each other, neither landing a damaging blow. Tarix spared a look around. Thanks to the surprise assault, they were gaining the upper hand. The Fire Tribe were attempting to gain ground, but his soldiers were not letting up. Well timed elemental blasts and Thornax shots were keeping them from breaking the ranks. If they could continue to hold the formation, they could press the Fire squad into a retreat; retreat would mean they could continue their mission. Could it work?

Tarix parried a blow by Malum’s blade, and triggered his own weapon, shooting an overripe Thornax into the ground in front of them. The explosion knocked them back several paces.

"Give up, Malum?" Tarix called into the haze and smoke.

"I would rather die on my own sword then forfeit to yours. Surrender is not an option." Malum responded. He meant the words; chances are he would live long enough to see them come true. His army was strong, but undisciplined. Tarix’s army was tightly knit. They had the upper hand.

"Bravado is impressive Malum, but it doesn’t provide an edge in combat. Maybe--" he stopped short. Arrow’s embedded in the shoulder tend to have that effect. 

Tarix couldn’t really grasp the situation at first. He reached up, and touched the arrow. It looked real. It felt real. The pain hadn’t come yet, but it would. Probably. Should he pull it out? No, no, that would be even worse. What about the source? Yes, the source would be a good place to look. Avoiding future pain is vital in self-preservation. He looked up.

Certavus looked down. He met the eyes of the Water Tribe commander, and smiled. He handed the bow back to a dumbfounded soldier, who took it without a word. Rumors of Certavus’ natural skills in battle were plentiful, but seeing it in action was a different thing entirely. Several soldiers behind the first one snickered. This one was new to the squadron, and had yet to see the commander display all his skills, and weapons proficiency. A simple shot from a bow had left him speechless.

"A-amazing shot, sir. Why didn’t you go for a more damaging blow?"

"The idea is not to kill, but to avoid being killed," Certavus replied. "If we can force them to retreat, it conserves the energy. We can’t afford a full battle. Not yet. It took us a long time to reach here; we need to keep moving."

Down below, Malum had also tracked the arrow to its source. Certavus. The legendary warrior, master of every known weapon. Malum raised his hand. His warriors stopped their combat instantly. Not out of discipline; out of shock. It was an order of retreat, something the fighters had never seen. Malum backed away from Tarix, never taking his eyes off of the commander. 

"Good luck," he whispered. He turned and fled into the trees, his army following suit. Tarix gingerly tested his arm. The pain had come, but it was bearable; leaving the arrow in was the annoying part, but removing it would do more harm than good. The looming threat of the Ice Tribe unit was also a problem.

One of his soldiers ran up. "Commander Tarix, what do we do? The Fire Tribe unit is gone, but so are the Jungle Tribe members. Should we keep going?"

Tarix looked up again. Certavus and his unit were gone. Would they stay gone?

"No..." Tarix said. "No, we don’t have enough power. Without Vastus and his squad, we couldn’t succeed. We need to retreat. Pass the order; we’re leaving. Go."

The soldier ran off to spread the word. The Water Tribe began filtering out, and eventually vacated the area.

As he later found out, Vastus had already planned to escape. He had reasoned that the tunnels were too risky of a plan to work, and outlined their retreat ahead of time, and at the right moment, they abandoned their water allies. Tarix was officially rebuked for his failure to succeed in the mission, but it did no lasting damage to his career. He couldn’t even be sure the tunnels really existed. No other intelligence report gathered had indicated the presence of them. The Agori they released could have simply lied. Not that it really mattered.

Creation of the Matoran Universe

The Great Beings had obtained a sample of Energized Protodermis from the core of their planet, thanks to Raanu and Kyry. After various experiments with it, they learned to synthesize it. They had used the new substance, named Protodermis, to start building a massive robot which would leave Spherus Magna to observe other cultures in the Galactic Universe and return to heal Spherus Magna from the damage the Energized Protodermis, as it had been named, would cause it. 

Inside the massive body of Mata Nui, as christened by Angonce, the Great Beings formed an immense system of subterranean Domes. They then started creating life withing the new universe inside Mata Nui to keep the robot functioning.

The first species the Great Beings made were the Matoran, who were made unique amongst the other inhabitants of the universe. The first kind of Matoran brought into being were the Av-Matoran, or Matoran of Light, soon followed by the creation of Matoran representing other natural elements. During this stage of the universe's construction, the Great Beings chose to create a creature of immense power who was called Tren Krom. Placing him in the core of the universe, they charged him with the task of sustaining life and energy throughout the newly formed domes.

Soon, Mata Nui was almost complete.

After the Matoran were brought into existence, the Great Beings created two kindred beings who were called Artakha and Karzahni. They fought each other for possession of the Kanohi Mask of Creation. After a long battle, Artakha won, leaving Karzahni the Kanohi Olisi--the Mask of Alternate Futures. Karzahni and his brother Artakha were then given specific duties to perform in the universe, and they both constructed realms where they were able to rule as they wished. Artakha made his a refuge for all good Matoran, a place where no darkness could enter, but Karzahni made his realm a place where Matoran could come and be repaired when they were injured, and also where Matoran who did poor work were sent--a place which later became a realm of darkness and despair.

During this time, the Great Beings took some of the same substance from which they had formed the Matoran and used it to make a new form of life, later called Krana. Fully organic in nature, they would later serve as the minds of the mechanical Bohrok swarms, which would come into existence much later. A consequence of this act of creation was the formation of the Zyglak--hideous lizard-like creatures, embodying an evil nature in opposition to that of the Matoran. The Great Beings decided that a protecting force was needed to defend the Matoran from evil and violence. And thus, the organization called the Hand of Artakha was formed. Made up of various heroic and powerful beings, including the mighty Axonn and the weapons-master Hydraxon, this group stood for the principles of justice and courage.

At first the Matoran labored in darkness and lived in sorrow. Those workers who were efficient and capable were rewarded and sent to live in the realm of Artakha, called the Great Refuge, to work safely and happily in the light, while Matoran who were damaged or lazy were sent to the dark realm of Karzahni, where they were supposed to be repaired and taught to work better. Though it was Karzahni's task to repair these Matoran, he was not at all proficient at it. He failed to repair the Matoran correctly, so instead Karzahni simply rebuilt these Matoran into new forms. However, it was apparent that these re-constructed Matoran were weaker and looked hideous and deformed. To compensate for this, Karzahni gave them weapons to defend themselves. Disappointed by his horrible work, Karzahni refused to send them back to where they came from and instead sent them to the Southern Continent, or Mainland, where they lived their lives in seclusion. The Turaga of these lost Matoran in their respective homelands soon noticed that the Matoran they sent to Karzahni did not return, and, as such, they stopped sending Matoran to him. Frustrated by this lack of work, Karzahni became bitter and angry, blaming the Matoran for his failures, deluding himself into thinking that they were not destined to be repaired. Karzahni then held captive what Matoran he had left, enslaving them in order to fortify his own realm for his now sinister purposes, and awaiting any stray Matoran who might wander into his traps.
After creating the Matoran and several other life forms inside their massive robot, the Great Beings set themselves to a new task--the founding of what would later be called Metru Nui, the City of Legends. The Great Beings laid the foundations for this focal point of the Matoran Universe and gave the Matoran the job of building the great city. It was at this time that the Great Beings created the first Toa, Helryx, in Artakha and at last began the ancient process by which chosen Matoran could rise to the title of hero and fulfill their destinies as protectors of good in the universe. Helryx was sent to the partially constructed Metru Nui, where she assisted the Matoran in building first the Ta-Metru, and then the Ga-Metru districts of the city. The first of the creatures called Rahi -- sea creatures of immense size and power -- were then created to inhabit the depths of the Silver Sea. These were followed by the creation of smaller and more unique Rahi, the first of which was later called the Pit War Tortoise. 

The Matoran Universe, the Mata Nui robot was at last filled, and the various lands were nearing completion as the Matoran colonized their homes across the continents and islands, the Av-Matoran entering into and colonizing Karda Nui, the Core of the Universe.

The Great Beings then undertook their last creation and forged the Kanohi Ignika, the Mask of Life. It was forged in blazing fires in the fortress of the Valley of the Maze on Spherus Magna, and cooled in caverns of ice. It was created so that if Mata Nui's life-force was damaged, he could be healed. Its other purpose was to drain life from every organism in the Matoran Universe, as a failsafe in case it did not conform to how the Great Beings envisioned it. The Great Beings also designed and programmed several contingencies within the Ignika; one of these plans was a Golden Armor, destined for use by Toa Mata Tahu, which was to be used in the event that solid Antidermis ran amok.

The Kanohi Ignika was first placed in a golden armored shell to protect it, until a Great Being became curious about the mask. He opened the shell and grabbed the mask. The Kanohi Ignika sensed that the Great Being was not destined to use it, but it shared its power with him anyway, believing it to be a wonderful gift. As a result, everything around the Great Being came to life. Each object then cried out to him, pleading for their needs to be filled. Eventually, he went insane and the other Great Beings had to lock him up to prevent him from bringing other objects to life.

*

Two cloaked figures walked silently through a vast underground chamber. They had traveled far to reach this spot, starting from a place whose forges burned hotter than the stars themselves. They had traversed the domains of Artakha and Karzahni, crossed vast wastelands that would someday teem with life, until finally they reached their intended destination. All along the way they were watchful, for the path was dangerous and the cargo they carried priceless.

Their journey had brought them to the center of a large continent. All around them, the biomechanical beings they had named Matoran were hard at work at an assortment of tasks. They took no notice of the newcomers, for that is how the two travelers wished it.

“Is this wise?” one asked the other.

“Wise, and something even rarer than that”, came the answer. “It is practical.”

The smaller of the two figures raised his weapon and blasted a hole in the ground. Again, the Matoran took no notice. He fired again, creating the beginnings of a tunnel in the earth. As he did so, his partner stood to the side, holding the golden shell in which their treasure resided.

The work of blasting and tunneling went on for some hours, with hours more spent carving a great staircase that traveled the length of the tunnel. At the bottom of the stairs, the grim figure increased the power of his weapon and blasted a huge chamber into existence.

“Is this far enough down?” he asked.

The second figure nodded. “We want it to take them time to reach the bottom, but not all of their days.”

Both figures shed their cloaks. The new chamber was ringed by canals of molten lava and the heat was stifling. The golden shell was placed on the ground, gently, as the two set to work building a pedestal for it out of a piece of stone. When they were done, the taller figure opened the shell slowly and hesitantly as if its contents might explode.

“Be careful!” said the other. “You remember what happened the last time someone touched it.”

“I do indeed. It was a useful lesson in the need to respect objects of power. Now keep quiet a moment, or we will get a second lesson courtesy of our creation.”

Unlimbering special tools, the figure pried apart the shell to reveal a Kanohi mask inside. On the surface, it seemed not so very much different from dozens of other Masks of Power. But where other masks might be useful tools or powerful weapons, this one had the power to give life to a universe ... or to obliterate it.

Steeling himself for what was to come next, he grasped the mask with the ends of the two tools. Energy flowed up the shafts and into the figure, sending intense pain through his form. But he did not scream. He would not, he decided, give something he had made the satisfaction of knowing it had hurt him.

Ignoring the agony, he used the tools to lift the mask into the air and deposit it on the pedestal. Then he quickly withdrew his hold of the object. The mask rested in its appointed place now, where it was destined to remain until needed.

“It’s not enough”, said the smaller figure. “We can bury it deep, even provide Umbra as a protector for it. But can we be sure it is safe here?”

“We will do what we must”, his partner replied. “Mata Nui will one day face challenges we cannot even imagine, in places we can only dream of. If one of those challenges proves to be too great even for his power, this Mask of Life may be all that can save him.”

“All the more reason to guard –“

“The mask will make its own guardians, as it needs them. You know that. Be assured, the Mask of Life will never leave this chamber until the destined time.”

“Then it’s time for us to leave”, said the smaller figure, putting his weapon away. “I prefer not to be so close to it.”

“Afraid of something you made yourself?”

“I’ve seen what the mask can do... how far it will go to protect itself. I am still not convinced that we can prevent anyone from taking it before its time – but I pity anyone who tries.”

With a final look at the Mask of Life, the two figures departed the chambers and started the long climb back to the surface. This would be their last visit to the continent, and though their passage went unnoticed, they and their kind were not unknown. In centuries to come, Matoran would speak in wonder of the Great Beings who brought Mata Nui into existence and charged him to watch over the universe.

Creation of the Toa Mata

The crimson-armored being opened his eyes and looked around. He did not recognize where he was, nor did he have any idea who the five figures nearby might be. Each of them was lying on a slab, just like him, and each wore colored armor and a mask. But where he was red, they were other hues: white, blue, green, black, and brown. 

Of course, it came as no great surprise that he didn’t know who these others were. After all, he wasn’t sure who he was, either. He started to rise, then found he could not. Thick metal straps encircled him, keeping him pinned to the slab. Unsure of his identity as he was, he still knew that he didn't like being bound. He tried to exert his strength against the bonds, but without success. His frustration and anger grew. And then suddenly the metal of the straps was growing soft, turning to molten liquid, running off him and onto the floor. 

Did I do that? he wondered, as he sat up. 

On the next slab, the white armored figure had frozen his straps and then shattered them with the merest gesture. The others had all found unique ways to escape their bonds as well. 

“Well, we’re all free,” said the red armored being. “Now what? Anyone know where we are … or who we are?” The answer came then, but not from any of them. Rather, it was a voice that seemed to come from every part of the room that spoke in reply. “You are Toa.” 

The figure in the brown armor jumped down from his slab and onto his feet. “Toa! Hey, that’s great. I always wanted to be a Toa.” He looked up and addressed his next words to the ceiling. “Just one question: what’s a Toa?” 

“A Toa is a hero,” the voice answered. “Every Toa commands an elemental power, which can be focused through your weapons. Each of you also wears a Great Mask, with a power all its own. You will learn about these powers in time, as well as how to control them.” 

The white armored figure frowned. “To whom are we meant to be heroes, and why? You say we have great abilities, but what are we meant to do with them? Too many questions, for my taste …” 

The unseen speaker laughed softly. “You underestimate yourself, Kopaka – yes, that is your name. Questions will always whet your appetite for answers. But now it is time for you to meet.” 

A lightstone illuminated on the ceiling above Kopaka, as the voice said, “Kopaka, Toa of Ice.” One by one, the lightstones lit above the others as the speaker recited their names. 

“Gali, Toa of Water.” 

“Pohatu, Toa of Stone.” 

“Onua, Toa of Earth.” 

“Lewa, Toa of Air.” 

The last to be named was the crimson armored figure. “And Tahu, Toa of Fire. He will be your leader.” 

That seemed to startle Kopaka, who said sharply, “It seems to me we should be allowed to choose our own leader.” 

“I have to agree,” said Gali quietly. “I mean, none of us know anything about this Tahu. What if he’s too impulsive to be a good leader? What if he lacks the ability to work with his team members, or can’t motivate, or --” 

Lewa chuckled. “Or what if he’s just a jerk?” 

A bolt of flame shot from an irritated Tahu past the Toa of Air, close enough to heat his mask to an uncomfortable temperature. Lewa reached up and yanked the mask off. Immediately, he felt so weak he almost fell over. Pohatu and Onua rushed to support him. 

“You must not remove your masks, unless you are replacing one with another,” the voice said. “Without them, your strength is halved.” Lewa gingerly returned the hot mask to his face. “Thanks … ow! … for telling us.” He turned to glare at Tahu. “And as for you, fireflyer, better be careful a big wind doesn’t blow you out one of these days.” 

“Big wind,” Tahu said, nodding. “Yes, that’s you, all right.” 

Kopaka decided to ignore the argument. “So we are a team,” he said to their unseen host. “Again, I ask – for what purpose? What are we meant to do?” 

A panel slid open in the far wall. Beyond, there was only darkness. 

“The gateway to another mystery, perhaps,” said Onua. “I wonder if a Toa’s life is filled with them?” 

“Then this will be just the first of many we walk through,” Tahu replied. “Let’s go.”

Their training began soon after their creation. They were being trained by Hydraxon, a weapon master. 

Gali was knocked flat by Hydraxon, after being defeated countless times before. She then went into a short frenzy in a wild effort to defeat him, but failed. She got up, ready to strike again, but was then knocked down by Spinax. After she was forced to run away from Spinax, she found her way back to the Toa Mata's rest station, and engaged in discussion with several of the other Toa.

Lewa was made to find his Miru underwater. Frustrated by the attacks of schools of carnivorous fish, he gave up, and Hydraxon laughed at him. Their trainer had taken each of their masks and hidden them somewhere on Daxia. Angered, Lewa commented on how each of the other Toa Mata were doing, then realized that they can work together. Hydraxon commended him, and Lewa sought out Gali's help for getting his mask, in exchange for him getting her mask. After the mask search, Tahu and Kopaka scaled a mountain to get to an Order of Mata Nui base. They then tricked the guards into letting them in, and were greeted by Helryx, the leader of the Order. She stopped working on her project, the Swamp Strider, and then asked them if they will take on the job to become Mata Nui's guardians. Helryx then told the Toa Mata about the Codrex in Karda Nui.

The Toa Mata were sent to Karda Nui to help the Av-Matoran residing there. They were forced to battle sentient lightning bolts known as Avohkah. After Kopaka and Tahu defeated some, they had a debate on whether or not they should tell the other Mata the truth about the Codrex and what it is meant for.

Gali defeated the last Avohkah. While Tahu and Kopaka congratulated the team, the final Av-Matoran, Takua, left Karda Nui with his friends. While they did so, Tahu and Kopaka lead their team to the Codrex. Curious as to what it was, Lewa ran to it, only to be blasted away by the energy field. They inserted the Keystone into a niche inside the Codrex's energy field, and entered it. The entrance then shut, and the Toa witnessed a huge energy storm brewing inside Karda Nui. Tahu explained their destinies, and the other four Toa Mata were outraged with Kopaka and the Toa of Fire for not telling them before. Tahu also explained that if they didn’t get into the six canisters lined up in the Codrex, the storm would kill them all. The team reluctantly enters their canisters, ready for the day when they must awaken. They were destined to wait sleeping until they were summoned, if the Great Spirit were ever overthrown, and to restore Mata Nui, saving the universe from eternal darkness. After this failsafe was put in place, the beings called the Bahrag twins, queens of the Bohrok swarms, were brought into being, and were sent into slumber along with the Swarms, awaiting the time of their awakening.

The Shattering

Stronius, commander of a Rock Tribe legion, combated the Ice Tribe forces, succeeding in weakening their hold on the area with the Energized Protodermis.

The Fire Tribe took advantage of the weakness, and led an effort into the Northern Frost to claim the Energized Protodermis, and managed to acquire some of it. They began draining and collecting the substance, their efforts weakening the stability of the planet even more. 

Filled with knowledge and determination, Mata Nui left Spherus Magna. He used the Red Star, an item the Great Beings had created to help Mata Nui in departing the planet. He called for the star, and it lifted him off the planet of Spherus Magna and attached to his back. Mata Nui then flew away from Spherus Magna, knowing his mission was vital. 

As a result of the Fire Tribe's efforts, the planet broke apart into several pieces, an event referred to as the Shattering.

As Mata Nui left, the once glorious planet of Spherus Magna shattered. Many lives were lost during this horrible event, which would be later called “The Shattering”. The planet of Spherus Magna now became three new celestial bodies from the regions of Bota Magna, Aqua Magna, and Bara Magna, the desert whose name became the name for what was left of the planet when the other two regions separated. Many species of Spherus Magna, including the Skrall, were displaced from their original homelands to the region of the Bara Magna desert.

Life in the Matoran Universe

The heroic Hand of Artakha was dissolved and replaced by the growing numbers of Toa in the universe. Many of its members were then recruited into the Order of Mata Nui, an organization formed and commissioned as the secret servants of the Great Spirit's will. Soon after, the powerful race of beings called Makuta, including Teridax, was created by Mata Nui. They joined together into the Brotherhood of Makuta, whose task it was to devise and modify beings (specifically Rahi) to keep the universe running smoothly. The city of Metru Nui was fully completed at this time, and The Brotherhood was sworn to protect the Matoran who lived there and throughout the universe. The first alliance of Toa into a cohesive team was then made and the first Toa Canisters were built by the Matoran as transport for Toa. 

Later, the first Toa team was formed. While fighting a group of Zyglak, the team's leader, Lesovikk, hesitated for a moment and as a result all of the other members of the team were killed. Guilt-ridden, Lesovikk then began traveling the universe.

Bara Magna and Glatorian

After the Shattering, the Agori trapped on Bara Magna or Bota Magna had to struggle to survive. Everyone trapped on Aqua Magna died because there was nothing but ocean there.

The Element Lords were trapped on Bara Magna. Sahmah, an Agori of the old Iron Tribe was also left stranded on Bara Magna. There he took residence in the wilderness and developed an increasing hate for the other Agori. He acquired a Baranus chariot and a Spikit. He used them to roam the wastelands.

The warriors and Agori of the Sand Tribe began to devolve into primitive savages as a reaction to the disaster. Metus, an Ice Tribe Agori began selling Exsidian. He became a good salesman and very popular among buyers. 

In order to prevent wars on Bara Magna, Tarix, Certavus and Vastus created the Glatorian social system. In this system each village had their own “Glatorian”, from the warrior species that fought each other on arenas. These arena matches would be held whenever different villages wanted resources for themselves or there were other disagreements. These arguments would be solved with the social system. Tarix convinced the Glatorian to join this system while Ackar worked on convincing the Agori. Finally they were able to begin the new social system.

The League of Six Kingdoms

Tens of thousands of years after setting on the journey, the Great Spirit Mata Nui saw fit to create six new species of intelligent life, each with their own unique traits and abilities. One of these beings was Pridak, who started working for the Brotherhood of Makuta.

*

Meanwhile, on Destral

"Too many legs," muttered Chirox. "And those teeth..."

"Do we break it down and start over?" Mutran asked. "Or simply lock it in a room with Spiriah?"

Miserix chose this moment to enter. He took one look at the squirming thing on the table and snorted in disgust. Then he glanced up at us. "We have a... situation," he said. "The inhabitants of Xia are demanding higher payments for their goods than most Matoran cities can afford. I want one of you to go with Makuta Icarax and his aide, Pridak, to explain the necessity of cooperation to them."

After Miserix left, Mutran and Chirox flipped the Rahi to see who would have to go. Unfortunately, it had two heads and no tail, so it took quite some time to arrive at a decision.

The mission was successful. After days of negotiations, Icarax lost his temper. Later, after the rubble had been cleared away, the Xians were more than willing to be reasonable. The Makuta practically had to drag Pridak off the island, so taken was he with the place's potential.

It was only when they were close to Destral that Murtan realized he had forgotten his pet project, his favorite sentient rock. "I must have left it in the center of the island when we were inspecting the factories," he said. "Most disturbing... I never travel without it, but it can be... difficult."

"What's the problem?" growled Icarax. "It's a rock."

"Well, true," Mutran answered. "That is, unless it starts eating Xians and grows into a Mountain. Still, what are the odds of that ever happening?"

They sailed on then, leaving behind an island full of factories, a hard-working population of Xians... and a very, very hungry rock.

*

Amongst the newly formed races Mata Nui had created, he eventually chose six individual beings to lead and rule, and whose task it was to keep and uphold peace and order throughout the Matoran Universe. These new leaders, named Pridak, Kalmah, Mantax, Ehlek, Carapar, and Takadox, gathered together six great armies and began a massive military campaign, conquering all before them, that would eventually form an empire spanning most of the known universe. They were called the Barraki, meaning "warlords" in the Matoran Language.

The campaign of the Barraki lasted for nearly a thousand years, and after that the six Barraki formed an alliance with one another called The League of Six Kingdoms. The league was led overall by Pridak.

*

Makuta Miserix kept an eye on Pridak, through a corruptible character named Takadox. And so the formation of the League of Six Kingdoms came of little surprise to the Makuta.

That's not to say they were happy about it. It was one thing to know they were always below the Great Spirit on the ladder of power – quite another to be receiving strongly worded requests from six warlords.

One day Mutran sit in a cold, damp chamber in a Barraki tower, listening to Pridak and Kalmah discuss how they intended to carve up the known universe into territories. The Makuta would continue to provide Rahi beasts and anything else they might need that was within their power to give them. Miserix listened to all this with growing impatience until he could take no more.

"Insolent gnats," he spat. "The Makuta serve only Mata Nui. We do not put our secret knowledge to work for every being with a strong arm and legions of rabble behind him."

Pridak leaned forward, smiling. "That 'rabble' is prepared to march on Destral on my orders. Before your Toa and Rahkshi can even marshal their forces, we will have taken your fortress ... and claimed your precious secrets. You would do well to remember that, while you serve Mata Nui, we are his chosen rulers in this universe."

"Then perhaps the Great Spirit is not as smart as we have been led to believe," said Icarax. 

Mutran glanced at Takadox then. A member of the League and a seller of information to the Brotherhood, he truly belonged with neither side. Perhaps that is why he looked like he wished he could sink into the floor.

Pridak rose, followed by Kalmah and the others. "You have a choice, Makuta – cooperation, or conquest. I trust you will choose wisely."

"What about the places not on your map?" asked Makuta Chirox. "Artakha ... Metru Nui ... the unknown lands to the south ..."

"We are in ... discussions with Metru Nui," said Kalmah. "As for Artakha, let the old fool putter among his creations. And the southern lands are fit only for stone rats and lohrak."

"Then this lot should fit right in," Mutran muttered, earning a glare from Kalmah.

"This meeting is over," said Pridak coldly. "We will expect fresh war beasts as requested. If you choose to obstruct the designs of the Great Spirit, then your fate will be on your own heads."

One by one, the League members filed out, Takadox shooting a worried glance at Miserix as he departed. After they were gone, Miserix turned to his most trusted lieutenant, Teridax, and spoke the words that would seal the Barraki's fate:

"Swords so easily drawn beg to be used ... and are rarely so easy to put away again. These Barraki may prove troublesome. Watch them."

*

The league lasted for more than fourteen millennia. As the Barraki exercised their power as some of the most prominent political and military figures in the universe, it became apparent that the methods they used to accomplish their goals were far from peaceful, and arose instead from a desire for the acquisition of wealth, tyrannical domination, and, yet more sinister, the overthrow of the Great Spirit himself. Their power ultimately corrupted them. Seeing what was happening to them, the Brotherhood quickly hired Takadox as a spy on the League.

So it was that the supremacy and rule of the Barraki turned from the preservation of order to the domination of life. The Warlords spread their control across the universe, seizing all within their grasp, and ruling with cruel, iron fists. During approximately the mid-point of the reign of the Warlords, the rulers of Metru Nui forged a trade agreement with the Barraki in exchange for sovereignty and freedom from the direct rule of the League.

The Barraki managed to conquer most of the Matoran Universe, with the exceptions of Artakha, Metru Nui, Daxia, Karzahni and the far reaches of the Southern Islands. Pridak was assigned to control the northeastern region, including Xia, whose native Vortixx population were hired to produce weapons for the League. Ehlek controlled the western island chains, and Zakaz. Mantax was assigned to the central regions, and Carapar had southern lands. Takadox commanded the southwestern region, while Kalmah controlled the northwestern region.

This totalitarian state of affairs continued for another seven millennia, until the Brotherhood of Makuta, under the leadership of the Makuta Miserix, took matters into its own hands. They had heard from Takadox that the Barraki were planning to overthrow Mata Nui himself. The Brotherhood had cooperated with the League since its formation by Pridak, supplying Rahi to the kingdoms of the Barraki, but now the Warlords had gone too far. 

*

Pridak stood on the tower of his island fortress, looking down at his assembled army. His troops came from an endless number of places. Some were Matoran criminals, others violent brutes looking for the chance to fight, and by far the majority were simply being whi were no longer welcome in their homelands. They were thieves, murderers, traitors, and liars, and easily the most beautiful sight he had ever seen.

He shifted his gaze to the west. There, Takadox’s and Mantax’s armies had set up camp. To the east, the legions of Kalmah and Ehlek were preparing for battle. Carapar’s army was the ladt to arrive and they had immediately begun skirmishing with some of the others. No effort had been made to stop them. It was best they leep their weapons and their battle instincts sharp for what was to come.

Pridak took a deep breath. The air smelled sweet. He wanted to savor these last few moments of his old life. Soon, he would no longer be just the ruler of a small realm, one almost beneath the notice of the Great Spirit Mata Nui. Before this day was through, he would be the undisputed king of one-sixth of the known universe.

If it were possible for a biomechanical being to be a perfect physical specimen, Pridak was it. Even if his armor and weapons had been taken away, he would still have radiated power. It was hard for him to comprehend how some beings, even entire intelligent speices, could live out their lives with monstrous appearances. He imagined they must just be dead inside and so didn’t notice the horror they inspired.

A strong wind set the island’s trees to swaying. The scent of campfires, unwashed Matoran, and Rahi mounts combined into a musty, foul aroma. The smell triggered memories of past conquests. They had been hard-fought battles, and well worth winning, but they could not compare with what he and his allies were about to undertake.

One of his battle leaders spproached. “Sir, all is ready. We await your order to strike.”

Pridak nodded, his keen eyes trained on his legions below. “Indeed. Three members of a Matoran rear guard unit have propped their weapons against rocks and are having a conversation among themselves. Why?”

The battle leader turned to look. Then, flustered, he answered. “I... have no explanation, sir. They will be disciplined at once.”

A tight smile appeared on Pridak’s face. “Three ignore their orders while their fifty companions stand at attention and do nothing about it. Not at all satisfactory.”

He turned to the battle leader. “Pass the word among my legions. That unit is to be attacked and completely destroyed, immediately... along with you.”

“What? Sir, I... I...”

Pridak’s hand flashed out and grabbed the battle leader by the throat. He took two quick strides and thrust the unfortunate being over the edge of the tower. His captive’s legs dangled in space.

“Am I speaking some unknown Matoran dialect?” Pridak whispered. “Do you require a translator? I want you to go down there and order your own destruction. I want you to do it now.”

Pridak leaned in close, his fetid breath washing over his frightened subordinate. “Be assured my legions will be far swifter and more merciful in carrying out their task than I would be.”

With that, Pridak idly tossed the battle leader back onto being scrambled to his feet and raced down the stairs to carry out his orders. When he reached the bottom, he would command the legions to immediately wipe out the offending unit and then himself. He would do this because he knew Pridak was right. Death at their hands would be far preferable to the same fate in the clutches of his ruler.

*

The other five Barraki were waiting in the fortress’s central chamber, studying maps carved into stone tablets. They had been given their name centuries ago by the subjects of their realms. It was an old Matoran word, rarely ever heard, which roughly translated to “warlord”. Each was powerful, well armored, and veteran of many a raid. Those who saw them said they made Toa look like some kind of Rahi that crawled out from under a rock. They saw themselves as a higher level of being, preordained to rule by virtue of their superior strength and intellect.

The charts they looked over where rough, but they were good enough for the Barraki’s purposes. One set of tablets showed key points on the central continent. The other covered the sea approaches to the city of Metru Nui.

“Guarded here, here, here”, said Ehlek. His nerves were obvious. Although he reigned on land, Ehlek’s species was native to a watery realm. He was able to function on the surface only through a complicated apparatus that enabled him to breathe air. That made him vulnerable and he knew it.

“We’ll suuround and crush them”, Kalmah said, impatient to get started.

Takadox shook his head. “No. We let them see an advance scouting party, then lure them into a trap.”

Carapar and Mantax said nothing useful to add and the other because he did not want his allies to know his strategies.

“Toa”, said Kalmah, as dismissively as if he were discussing the weather. “They are a moment’s annoyance, at best.”

“Easy for you to say”, Takadox shot back. “I was there when they ‘annoyed’ a Kanohi Dragon into submission. For what is at stake, they will fight, and to the death.

Pridak’s voice was a sharpened sword wrapped in soft reeds. “Yes. Remember what is at stake, all of you. This is not some petty raid on another realm. These are the sites of true power. When they fall, Mata Nui himself falls... and the universe will answer to us.”

Further conversations was interrupted by the sounds of screaming and yelling from outside the fortress, punctuated by the harsh noises of weapon striking weapon. Carapar rushed to the window. He took a quick glance at the scene below and said: “I think the answer came early.”

Pridak and the others joined him to view a shocking scene. A massive army had suddenly appeared from the north and slammed into the legions. The attackers were Toa, Exo-Toa machines, Rahkshi, and Rahi beasts, an invading force tens of thousands strong. Unprepared to mount a defense, the Barraki’s legions were falling like stone walls before a Kikanalo stampede. But that wasn’t what filled the Barraki with a sense of dread. No, that came from the sight of the banner the invaders carried overhead.

It was the symbol of the Bortherhood of Makuta.

There was no time to wonder how the Brotherhood had learned of their plans, or why those defenders of Mata Nui and the Matoran had chosen to leave their bases and attack. The Barraki rushed out to take command of their legions and try to organize some kind of defense. Each knew that those captured by the Brotherhood, especially in an act of open rebellion against the Great Spirit, could expect no mercy. Death in battle was by far the better alternative.

*

The battle was over by nightfall. The Barraki’s troops were tough, good fighters, but they weren’t as well disciplined as the Brotherhood’s army. Taken by surprise and outmaneuvered, large numbers of them deserted or surrendered. But the leader of the victorious force did not care about them. He wanted their leaders.

The Barraki fought to the last but were finaly overpowered. They were brought in chains to the front of their ranks. Then, for the first time, they saw their conqueror. It was the Makuta who guarded Metru Nui and its surrounding area. His power and genius were known throughout the universe. A lesser being would never have been placed in charge of so vital a region.

Makuta looked at the Barraki with cold, crimson eyes, as if they were insects he was looking forward to crushing. They, in turn, looked right back at him, even Ehlek. After all, they were not some petty criminals who quaked at the sight of a Toa or even a Brotherhood member. They were rulers. They were warriors. And they were Barraki.

“Your rebellion is over”, Makuta said. “Your misguided attempt to overthrow the Great Spirit is now history... as are you.”

Makuta walked down the line of prisoners and stopped at Pridak. “These others I am not familiar with, but you... you I know. Why?”

“I served the Brotherhood in days long past”, Pridak answered, not at all intimidated by Makuta’s presence. “In fact, it was the Brotherhood who gave me my first command. Oh, it was a small territory, barely worth controlling. But I have since moved on to bigger things.”

“So I see”, Makuta murmured under his breath.

“What will happen to us now?” asked Takadox. “You know, our armies could be of use to you, great Makuta. Combined with the might of yours, Mata Nui could not hope to –“

Makuta took two steps forward and struck Takadox, hard, with an armored hand. The Barraki went sprawling in the dirt. “Your every word condemns you”, said Makuta, rage contorting his features. “There is only one possible fate for such traitors.”

The automated Exo-Toa armored suits took aim with their weapons. Those few Toa who were nearby raised their voices in protest. Makuta ignored them. But before he could give the order to fire, a new element entered the picture.

A lone figure was approaching, tall, powerful, with a face so hideous it would give nightmares to a Visorak. Even Makuta seemed taken aback by the newcomer.

“I am Botar”, the figure said. “The Pit calls, and I have come.”

“What?” asked Makuta. “Who summoned you? What business do you have here?”

“The business of punishment”, Botar replied, “although to call it an art would not be far wrong.”

“You have no rights here”, Makuta snarled. “Begone.”

Botar smiled, a monstrous grin. “Where there are wrongs, Makuta... I have rights. Stand aside.”

“I will not! These are my prisoners.”

Botar continued to smile, but his voice grew dark and filled with menace. “Stand aside or share their fate.”

The nightmarish figure gestured toward the Barraki. A ring of energy appeared around them, tendrils of power connecting to Botar. Before Makuta could act, all seven – the six Barraki and Botar – had faded away. All that was left behind was the echo of the Barraki’s screams.

*

The war was over.

Mutran never got to witness the final, grand battle between the forces of the Brotherhood of Makuta and the upstart League of Six Kingdoms. Miserix's lieutenant Teridax claimed the honor of leading the attack. Mutran and another Makuta, Gorast, were sent on what amounted to clean-up duty in the fortress of Kalmah.

Mutran was not excited about this task. The fortress was littered with the carcasses of dead Rahi. Of course, that last was Mutrans fault – he never sent Kalmah Rahi with a lifespan of more than three days. 

Gorast said nothing on the trip north, other than to urge Mutran to move faster. Gorast was a fierce warrior, but after discussing dismemberment, slaughter, carnage, and decapitation, she had nothing much left to say.

Word of the League's surrender had spread and that remnant of Kalmahs army that had been left behind had sacked the place. They had fled before the Makuta arrived, so that all they could find was a pile of rock and debris. A brief search revealed no signs of any weapons, charts, equipment, or anything else that would be of use.

After a while, Gorast spotted a few stragglers and hunted them down. Mutran tried to clear some of the rubble to make a space to sit down. That was when he spotted the carving. Looking it over, he realized that some of his creations – the Rahi beasts he had named "Blade Burrowers" – had defied the odds and survived. What's more, Kalmah had discovered something most interesting about them. When enough blade burrowers are present, they start to tunnel every which way. At first glance, the tunnels look random – two long, curved ones running north and south, with smaller ones in between them – with the same pattern of construction, repeated over and over again. But Kalmah had realized they were not random at all. The blade burrowers were constructing a map.

But... a map of what?

That question would plague Mutran for the rest of his life. The shape of the tunnels looked like no land mass he knew of. Mutran even once tried having an imprisoned Toa wearing a Mask of Translation communicate with the burrowers, but to no avail. It seemed the burrowers didn't know why they were building the tunnels in this pattern either, only that they must.

Mutran felt certain then, that this meant something ... perhaps something devastating. But it was a mystery beyond even the Brotherhood's capacity to solve.

*

In the months to come, the Barraki’s legions and their empires were broken up. Some of their troops were sent back to their home islands for imprisonment, others were taken by the Brotherhood as slave laborers. The Barraki’s fortresses were torn down and the stones ground to powder. The names of the warlords were expunged from every chronicle, with the exception of the Bortherhood’s roll of victory.

The fate if the six traitors remained a mystery, even to Makuta. Sometimes, in the dark night, he would remember the look in Pridak’s cold, dead eyes, and some part of him would hope the Barraki were dead. Along with that wish would come other thoughts, ones that would occupy his mind more and more as time passed.

“The Barraki believed Mata Nui could be overthrown and replaced. Of course, it could never be done by the likes of them”, Makuta said to himself. “But who is to say ti could never be done at all?”

And somewhere in the endless darkness of the Pit, the Barraki waited, and brooded, and longed for the day they would take revenge...

Creation of the Dark Hunters

On an island full of darkness, yet peaceful, the being later codenamed Ancient decided to rebel against the strict laws, and began to do dirty work for the highest bidder. This series of rebellious doings quickly started a civil war.

After the war ended, another denizen on the island approached him with the idea of creating an organization doing just what Ancient had done: dirty work for good pay. Thus, the idea of one of the most infamous organizations was born. 

The two discovered an island entitled Odina, and forcibly removed its inhabitants. They built a heavily fortified base on the island. The group would quickly grow in number, consisting of groups of corrupted beings; rogue Toa, bestial tyrants, sadistic murderers, convicted criminals, insane wanderers, and anyone who was corrupt. This group became known as the Dark Hunters.

The Great Disruption

A time of subdued chaos followed these momentous events. With the fall of the League of Six Kingdoms, one of the most powerful and influential forces in the universe, a vacuum of leadership was created. Strife, malcontent, and disorder spread across the lands, reaching into the very heart of Matoran civilization: Metru Nui itself. Thus, five hundred years after the defeat of the Barraki, the period known as the Great Disruption began. Heralded by the Matoran Civil War, the Great Disruption marked a dark time for the universe. 

The war had began when the Po-Matoran and Ta-Matoran had arguments over trade and boundaries. The Stone Matoran later sank a barge to Ta-Metru and the Ta-Matoran melted a Po-Metru warehouse. The Ga-Matoran and Onu-Matoran joined the Fire Matoran, while the Ko-Matoran and Le-Matoran aided the Po-Matoran (Ga-Matoran tried to remain neutral at first, Ko-Matoran tried to stay away from the whole war. Both failed). The denizens of Metru Nui began fighting in the streets. Work was eventually abandoned by most Matoran, and large sections of the city were destroyed during the war. The Turaga at the time was ineffective, and could not prevent the fighting.

Mutran was using the chaos as an opening to slip new Rahi into the city to test their destructive potential.

After some time, the Great Spirit Mata Nui was greatly weakened due to the fighting in his brain. 

For four hundred years this war raged, until, once again, the Brotherhood of Makuta intervened to remedy the situation. The forces of the Brotherhood--led yet again by the Makuta Teridax--quickly subdued the opposing sides in a violent conflict called the Archives Massacre, where he took a great amount of the Matoran fighters and locked them in the Archives and released the exhibits on them. Teridax then captured the Matoran War Leaders, who then secretly vanished: sent away to the depths of the Pit for all eternity. The bloody methods employed by the Makuta, lacking any thought for the preservation of life, sparked enduring distrust between the Matoran and the Brotherhood.

The consequences of the Great Disruption were far more widespread than anyone realized: the Great Spirit had been so greatly weakened by the events of the Civil War that he now neared death. So it was that a Toa of Magnetism called Jovan was charged with leading a group of his fellow Toa to the heart of the Southern Continent, to the raging volcano called Mount Valmai. Beneath the fiery mountain, Jovan and his team discovered a maze of passageways filled with a host of trials, and were tested time and again by the guardians of the mountain's secret. They proved themselves worthy, and at last came to the Chamber of Life, in which waited the Kanohi Ignika, the Mask of Life. Placed there by the Great Beings long ages ago, the Ignika had waited for one destined to take and use it, and its bearer had come. The group of Toa took the Ignika from its chamber--those who were not destined to bear the mask suffering the consequences of touching it--and traveled even farther down beneath the surface of the Continent, eventually arriving in Karda Nui: the Core of the Universe. The Toa who was destined to wear the Ignika did so, fearfully and with regret in his heart, and was consumed by the energies of the Mask. His life energy was channeled through the mask and was used to replenish the life of the dying Great Spirit. The death of their fellow Toa and the fearful power of the Ignika shocked and terrified the remaining members of the group, who hurriedly returned the mask to its chamber and left in fear and awe. Only Jovan chose to stay. Giving up his power for the greater good and becoming a Turaga, he settled amongst the Matoran who lived near Mount Valmai. His destiny was fulfilled and the utter destruction of the universe averted.

The Plan

Mutran was once again given a mission, this time making sure Tren Krom did not pose a threat to the universe. After arriving on his island, he was immediately taken and knowledge was forced out of Mutran's mind, but in the process, a bit of Tren Krom's knowledge was given to Mutran. Waking up on the rocky shore, Mutran realized he now knew how the universe worked. He sailed back to Destral, where he shared his new knowledge with Teridax. Teridax immediately called a convocation.

Technically, any Makuta could demand that all members assemble on Destral. But normally, only the leader of the Brotherhood would ever do it. Teridax had not even bothered to get Miserix's permission to do this. The two were on a collision course from the start.

Teridax stated his idea briefly and clearly: they were to strike at the Great Spirit Mata Nui and seize power in the universe. Some of their number, like Gorast and Bitil, were immediately on board. Vamprah and Krika kept silent, for reasons of their own. A handful of others raised objections. Teridax seemed to listen carefully to them, but he was really memorizing a list of who they were for later.

Miserix saw this for what it was – a naked bid to take over leadership of the Brotherhood. His response was to rise from the head of the table, hurl a bolt of shadow energy from his gauntlet and blast Teridax halfway through the wall. Mutran started to rise, intending to help him back to his feet. But a look from Miserix froze him where he stood.

"Treason," said Miserix. "Worse than treason – stupidity. Succeed in your grand design and you risk the death of the universe itself."

"A risk," said Teridax, brushing rock dust off his armor, "I am willing to take."

"And what will you use to attack the Great Spirit?" sneered Miserix. "Your shadow hand? A troop of Rahkshi? You are an insect in the eyes of Mata Nui... and in mine."

Teridax vaulted the length of the room and caught Miserix by the throat. He slammed the leader of the Brotherhood against one wall, then another, before flinging him down to the ground. Before Miserix could react, Teridax had his staff at the Makuta leader's throat.

"You are a relic," Teridax snarled. "This universe belongs to the strong, and your position of power has made you weak."

Miserix grabbed the staff, sending a surge of lightning up it that sent Teridax hurtling backwards. "Insolent worm," Miserix shouted, rising. "You would lead the Brotherhood to destruction and disgrace!"

"I would lead it... to supremacy," Teridax said. "Supremacy that is ours by right." He turned to the rest of the assembled Makuta. "I leave it to you... to choose who you will follow."

Gorast and Bitil moved immediately to his side. Vamprah, Antroz, Chirox and Spiriah followed. Mutran hesitated for a moment, but could not escape the fact that of all present, he knew his Plan could work. So he too joined Teridax. Others did as well, with Krika and Icarax being the last to come stand beside them. Only a small number of Makuta sided with Miserix. Seeing that they were outnumbered, they moved – somewhat reluctantly – to Teridax’s side. Miserix was left alone.

"I claim leadership of the Brotherhood, through the will of the Convocation," Teridax said. "The Plan will go forward. As my first act... I sentence you, Miserix, to death. Krika, Spiriah, you will carry out my will."

Miserix, stunned and enraged, looked at the assembled Makuta with contempt. "You are suicidal fools, tampering with the very order of the universe. And this... this maniac will lead you nowhere but to your deaths!"

The former leader of the Brotherhood stared hard into the crimson eyes of the new one. "This is not over, Teridax. Kill me, scatter my remains from here to Metru Nui, but someday... I will be avenged."

Teridax had already lost interest. He was huddled with Chirox and Mutran, discussing how best to strike at the Great Spirit. Krika and Spiriah moved in quickly, knowing Miserix's penchant for shapeshifting into exceedingly nasty reptilian creatures. They hauled him out of the chamber.

Over the next year, Gorast and Icarax tracked down and killed all the Makuta who had stood by Miserix's side. Teridax would order their masks nailed to the wall in the Convocation Chamber as a warning to others who might consider rebellion.

However, Miserix’s mask never came to that wall. Spiriah and Krika were ordered to kill Miserix, but neither of them had the heart. Spiriah left it to Krika, who managed to sneak Miserix onto Artidax. 

Transformation of the Skakdi

At this time, Spiriah realized that the Skakdi could be an army for the Brotherhood. So he used virus' to alter them, giving them special abilities, and elemental powers if they worked together. Spiriah decided to take a short leave, and left some Visorak to keep control on the island. But the Skakdi turned against the spiders, and then themselves.

When Spiriah returned, it looked like a war was going on. He was banished from the Brotherhood for killing a race, replacing them with horrible monsters who did nothing but destroy.

Time Slip

Millennia later, the Order of Mata Nui, began removing several Av-Matoran from their homeland, as a precaution in case the Brotherhood of Makuta ever turned evil and attempted to wipe them out. The Matoran were disguised as Matoran of other elements, in order to conceal their true nature, and brainwashed into thinking that they were Matoran of other types. They were then relocated to various parts of the Matoran Universe. The entire process took six months to complete. Once the Order had finished their task, Mata Nui erased the memories of everyone in the universe, except for the members of the Order, leading to a gap in recorded history. The Av-Matoran were adopted into their new societies, believed to be Matoran of other elements.

Known Matoran taken include Takua and the Builder of the Toa Canisters. Takua ended up on Metru Nui disguised as a Ta-Matoran while the canister builder was sent to Karzahni. At least one of the taken Matoran was placed on the Northern Continent.

Evolution of the Makuta

Bitil was the first one to notice. He and Mutran were both visiting Destral at the time, laying plans to support Teridax's planned coup against Mata Nui. They were discussing how unfortunate it was so much of the plan might hinge on the actions of Makuta Kojol, who oversaw the region of Artakha. Kojol was a secretive sort, never sharing what he knew with anyone, not even the location of Artakha itself. His specialties were flying Rahi and sea Rahi, both of whom protected his region from any intrusion.

Bitil was making a point in his usual way, by throwing a weapon at the wall. He went to pick up an axe and found he couldn't make his armor move. It was like all his muscles had turned to water. Mutran realized the same thing was happening to him.

Chirox pulled away some of Kojol's armor, only to see a greenish-black mist rising from inside the shell. Worried, Chirox caught a sample, then did a crude patch of the armor. After extensive tests, he returned to inform the other Makuta of his results.

"This," he began, holding up a tube with the mist inside, "is what is left of our bodies. We have evolved from muscle and tissue to pure energy. No longer do we need to eat, or breathe, nor do we need fear the pains that come with advanced age.

"But there is more," he continued. "If a Makuta's energy disperses, his consciousness will disappear and he will die. So it is critical to guard against damage to our armor that might allow our essence to escape."

Teridax wasted no time worrying. He ordered the "Nynrah ghosts" brought to Destral so that they could modify the Makutas armor to take advantage of their new "bodies." They added additional layers of protosteel, possible now that the Makuta had no physical forms that required space.

An unexpected benefit of their new existence was discovered in quite a painful way for Mutran. Wandering through the fortress, he encountered a lone Exo-Toa. When he tried to pass it, the robot picked him up and threw him the length of the hallway, all the while laughing.

"Chirox?" Mutran asked, getting back to his feet.

"Our new forms," came the reply. 'With them, we can take over robot bodies – perhaps living ones, too, I do not know. Think of it – the ultimate disguise!"

"Ah, yes," Mutran answered. "Once again, you find a better way to hide."

He fired a missile from the armor in response, but not fast enough. Mutran stalked over and tore an arm off the robot, then smiled as he saw his energies begin to drift out of the gap. Mutrans smile grew broader as he heard him cursing in his mind, while he directed his energies back toward his empty Makuta armor in another chamber.

Turaga Dume's Rule

Over forty millennia passed uneventfully on Metru Nui, until a lone Turaga named Dume was named leader of the City of Legends. An experienced elder who had served as a Toa for more than two thousand years, (while beginning his life as a Toa, saving a Matoran named Lhikan) Dume ruled Metru Nui justly and wisely. 

Dume later had a helping hand, when Lhikan became a Toa.

The Makoki Stone

A little less than eight years later, a group of Toa got together, including Lhikan, and decided that they would create a stone detailing the powers of a Makuta, their location, and other essentials about the Makuta. These were Toa that did not trust the Brotherhood. They carved a stone detailing just what they had decided on, and hid it in a heavily guarded fortress, unknowingly near a Frostelus camp.

A few months later, the Shadowed One ordered a tall, winged Dark Hunter to obtain the stone, knowing it was an almost priceless artifact. While on his way to the Toa base, the Hunter told the Skakdi Hakann about his mission. Hakann thought the same idea as the Shadowed One, and hired another Skakdi, Vezok, to help him obtain it. 

Hakann dug his fingers into the side of the cliff and cursed. Crumbling rock and gusts of icy wind threatened to dislodge him from his precarious perch. A Toa on patrol up above might, at any moment, look over the side and spot him. And then, of course, there was that 3000-bio drop to the river below...

Still, Hakann had included all of that in his plan. His real problem was the dead weight hanging onto his ankle. Worse, the dead weight was loud and had a name: Vezok.

“I knew this was a bad idea!” Hakann’s companion shouted, trying to be heard over the wind.

“A little louder!” Hakann snapped. “I think there might be a Toa somewhere who didn’t hear you!”

“You said this would be a quick smash-and-snatch”, Vezok continued, lowering his voice not at all. “In and out. You didn’t say anything about climbing sheer cliffs in the middle of a battle and breaking into a Toa fortress!”

“I forgot”, Hakann muttered. ”If you’re unhappy, Vezok, you can always let go. I’ll make sure to let your friends – if you have any – know where to look for your pieces.”

It was a good plan, Hakann knew, but unfortunately one that needed two thieves to pull off. The Toa who had built a base on this barren, windswept rock had neglected to inspect the icebergs that surrounded it. If they had done so, they would have discovered those chunks of ice were in fact camouflage for a tribe of Frostelus. Miserable, ill-smelling and ill-tempered creatures, Frostelus were happy to invade your territory but hated when you invaded theirs. They had massed an army and promptly besieged the Toa.

The Matoran trader who passed this information to Hakann also said that the Toa planned to smuggle their “treasure” off the island within a few nights. Since the only exit not blocked by Frostelus was down the cliffside, Hakann reasoned the treasure had to be something light and easily carried. He decided to save the Toa a trip by stealing it before they could sneak it off.

True, stealing from Toa was only slightly less hazardous than playing blindfolded tag with a catapult scorpion. But with a partner to draw their attention, Hakann was certain he could break in and out before either the Toa or the Frostelus could interfere.

His first mistake had been trusting the Matoran to meet them at the base of the cliff with climbing gear. His second had been hiring Vezok.

“If we get caught, don’t worry about getting put in a cage”, Vezok growled. “You wont’ live long enough for that.”

Hakann ignored the threat. He was timing the Toa patrolling the ledge. His information was that this blue-green armored Toa controlled plant life. Hakann smiled, imagining he already smelled the sweet scent of burning shrubbery.

Gritting his sharp teeth, he started to climb again. Vezok followed close behind, grumbling all the way. When they were within arm’s length of the edge, Hakann motioned for his partner to stop. Timing was critical now.

The Toa passed right above them. The next instant, Hakann vaulted up onto solid ground and blasted the Toa from behind with his heat vision. Vezok joined in, laughing as he battered the guard with bursts of impact vision. Overcome, the Toa hit the ground.

“Let’s throw him over the side”, said Vezok, grinning.

“Right. And the second any Toa looks out and sees the sentry missing, alarms go off all over. Honestly, Vezok, I have heard of someone having water in their ears, but never between them.”

Hakann hauled the unconscious Toa to his feet and propped him up against a rock. “There. Now he looks like he’s just taking a rest. Come on, let’s go.”

As they ran toward the fortress, Vezok pondered what he had gotten himself into. Hakann obviously regarded him only as muscle, not realizing that Vezok had a reputation as a master thief and a cunning strategist. His gruff voice and overly brutal behavior were all a cover for a cunning intelligence. His sharp mind told him only one of them was going to make it off this island alive, and Hakann might be surprised to learn which it would be.

Two Toa guarded the rear entrance to the fortress. One carried a mace, and one a flail. Both looked like they could use a bandit or two to break in half, just to relieve the monotony of guard duty.

“Distract them”, said Hakann.

“You distract them”, Vezok replied. “You’re the one in the red armor. They’ll see you coming a kio away anyway.”

Hakann struggled to control his temper. “Look, how hard does this have to be? Stumble forward, pretend you’re hurt, and when they desert their post, I will break in.”

Vezok chucked Hakann at the guards, and they took action. Vezok slipped past them easily. Then, he came to the room where it was kept. He took it, although he did not know what it was. He escaped the fortress, barely, and he was congratulated on his escape by seeing a floating figure. Ancient took the stone, knocked out Vezok, and they sailed for the island of Odina. Hakann escaped, but was captured by Dark Hunters shortly. 

Then, the Frostelus attacked the fortress. Lhikan was ordered by his team leader to abandon his post so there would be a survivor to tell what had happened. Being a novice Toa, he agreed, and became the lone survivor. Ordered to retrieve the Makoki Stone before escaping, Lhikan found that the stone was already gone, stolen by Vezok. Following the crisis, he vowed he would never run from anything again.

Leadership of Dume

Under the leadership of Turaga Dume, Metru Nui became a center of innovation and invention. The Archives of Onu-Metru, a massive museum and catalogue of all known species and objects in the universe, were expanded and improved. New technologies, such as the Kanoka disks, were invented, along with improved methods for forging Kanohi. Security and peace were maintained with the invention of robotic order enforcement squads. The Matoran Nuparu was responsible for designing these police forces, first inventing the Kralhi. Several were constructed according to Nuparu's design and began their task of enforcing rules as given by Turaga Dume.

However, Matoran who were brought to justice by Kralhi were too weak to go back to work for several days, resulting in Turaga Dume ordering the robots' destruction. The Kralhi refused to be taken apart and escaped to the lower sections of the Archives and Ko-Metru. Later, some of them left Metru Nui entirely and fled across the Silver Sea to within the Great Barrier.

After the failure of the Kralhi, Nuparu was again commissioned to construct robotic defenders, and constructed the eight different Vahki models. One Vahki model was assigned to each Metru, and two were kept as special reserves, for emergencies. Special hives were constructed to power the machines. The Vahki were tasked with enforcing order in Metru Nui, and kept the Matoran at their jobs. The Vahki maintained order in the city, ensuring that the Matoran worked, and that larger threats did not endanger the city.

No one Gets Left Behind
Screams. The pained cries of Matoran around him suffering. Norik looked in every direction, but the darkness was impenetrable. Any attempts to conjure a fire to illuminate his destination were quickly extinguished. The shadows swirled around him, slowly increasing the pressure, crushing the wind from his lungs. The darkness came alive, a living entity, seeking only the death of this Toa. Suddenly the demonic presence disappeared, along with the trees, the rocks, the screams, and most importantly, the ground. Norik dropped into the abyss, a perpetual and eternal freefall, forever falling, falling, falling....

Norik sat straight up, panting, and quickly lit a fire, revealing his surroundings. The trees and rocks were still there, and though the only sounds were the chirping of the night birds and the wind rustling through the leaves, the screams still lingered at the back of his mind. He took a deep breath.

"VARIAN!" he yelled. An azure mask popped up next to him. 

"You called?" she asked innocently. Norik simply looked at her.

"How many times have I told you NOT to do that?" he asked. It was less of a question, and more of a warning.

She grinned. "If I didn't have perfect auditory retention, I'd be insulted at the question. 288, not counting the time it was that Xian experiment."

Norik didn't say anything, merely continued looking at her.

"What, you expected me to go back further than a year? I can't count that high."

*

They had been camped out on the shore of the northern continent for several days now, waiting for their contact. A few weeks prior, they had been approached by a group of Matoran, acting as emissaries of their Turaga. Three local Toa had disappeared in the night, though a fourth was left alone. The Turaga suspected foul play and sent some Matoran out to acquire reinforcements. Norik and Varian were hard-pressed to refuse the plea, and returned with the group to their island. They had been instructed to wait a few hours outside of the village, in case whoever, or whatever, had taken the Toa was still watching. Neither of them argued; they had seen too many comrades fall to ambushes. An informant was supposed to return to them within a day or two and apprise them of the situation; it had been three, and although he didn’t show it, Norik was starting to get worried.

It was Norik's turn to keep watch. He spared a glance at his sleeping companion, who was dead to the world. The sight made him grin. She was so full of energy during the day, it was amazing she could sleep as well as she did. Unlike her, Norik had no desire to interrupt her sleep. Not that he begrudged her for it; that's simply the way she was. They had been partners for centuries now, and he had grown used to her teasing. 

The two had been strangers to each other; different homelands, different teams, different lives. Their groups had come together to deal with a Protocairns invasion, and their knack for teamwork in dealing with the strange beasts (and the resulting Parakrekks infestation) eventually led the teams to stay together. Over the years, their numbers had dwindled, but they remained together, and sent members out on various missions. Norik and Varian, good friends by this time often paired up, and set off to help where they could.

"Calm one, isn't she?" a grey-colored Toa said. Norik abruptly stood up, and summoned a fireball to his hand.

"Woah, easy friend!" the Toa said. “Didn't mean to sneak up on you like that. Force of habit, my apologies; my element is Sonics."

Norik lowered his hand, but kept the fireball. "You're our contact?"

The Toa nodded. "I'm the last Toa. My Turaga wanted to come himself, but I insisted on going in his stead. You know what happened?"

"Just the basics," Norik replied. "Your three teammates were abducted in the night, but you were left alone. Any idea why?"

"Plenty," the Toa said bitterly. "Each more insane than the last, but all of our usual leads came up empty."

Norik sighed. “If you can’t tell me anything more than that, there’s not much we can do."

The Toa of Sonics nodded. "I figured as much, though I still had to try. I'll lead you guys to the village."

"Thank you," Norik said. "By the way, we were never introduced; my name is--” The Toa held up his hand for Norik to stop.

"No names. It'll be easier that way. Just call me 'Grey.'"

"I guess that makes me 'Red,' then," Norik said.

Varian, who had woken up, laughed. "Then I get to be 'Gold.'" Norik gave her a sideways glance. She shook her head.

"No, Norik, I won't back down on this one. You owe me this. I’m not going to be 'Blue.'"

'Grey' chuckled. "'Gold' is fine with me. We should get moving – the less time we waste, the better."

They stood up, and started toward the village.

"I was wondering, though," 'Grey' said. “Why is it that you guys don't carry weapons? Are you that good?"

A look of surprise briefly flashed across Norik’s face, replaced by one of understanding. He looked at Varian, and nodded slightly. Varian exhaled deeply; wicked looking blades suddenly sprouted from her elbows, and a massive spear appeared on Norik’s back. Both carried shields that seemed to radiate light, despite the oppressive darkness.

"Now THAT," 'Grey' said, "is a nice trick."

*

The three Toa entered the village the next morning.

"It's awfully quiet," Varian said, oblivious to her own loud voice. "Where are the villagers?"

"It's pretty early," Grey said, although he looked somewhat unsettled. "They're probably indoors. I’ll take you guys to our quarters ... that was the last place they were seen."

The group entered the dwelling, and Varian suddenly charged ahead, stopping in the dead center of the room. Closing her eyes and raising her arms, she drew deep, steady breaths.

"What is she doing?" Grey whispered, afraid to interrupt. Norik, who had seen her do this time and again, spared no such effort.

"Mentally scanning the room and surrounding area," he said. "You'd be surprised at how helpful a simple probe can be. It can reveal illusions, sense hidden beings nearby ... sometimes the smallest detail matters."

Varian's eyes snapped open.

"Look out!" she screamed.

The building exploded.

*

The crimson-armored Dark Hunter known as Lurker laughed maliciously. Hefting a massive plasma cannon, he turned to his companion, the colossus Gatherer.

"You see, Gatherer? The Xians are not without their uses."

Gatherer gestured to the blaster Lurker held. “I thought you abstained from fancy weaponry."

"Ordinarily, yes," Lurker said, tossing the tool to Gatherer. "I much prefer to feel my kills. Long range weaponry is so impersonal. The devastation this causes, though ... nothing short of magnificent."

"The female is still inside," noted Gatherer, ignoring Lurker’s philosophical discourse on assassination.

"What a shame," Lurker sighed. "There goes the hunt."

*

Norik's eyes fluttered open. He sat up, but promptly fell back, his muscles screaming in protest. Sitting up again, slower this time, he looked around. There was a large fire directly in front of him, blazing intensely despite the cool air. It was a comforting sight – fire was his element, after all. That is, until he remembered what caused it.

"Varian!" he yelled, racing towards the house. He threw the flames aside with his power, bursting in to the abode. The inside was in shambles, but, thankfully, fire free. Sifting aside debris and wreckage, he came across the prone figure of his teammate and heaved her up onto his shoulder, carrying her out of the room. Once they were outside, he lowered her gently onto the ground. She was still breathing, but her eyes were shut and she could not be roused. 

Norik stood by her side for hours, refusing to leave; it was clear something had happened to the villagers, and he could not chance heading to their boat with the potential for an ambush on the way. He was contemplating breaking in to one of the homes in the hope of finding something that could help them when she woke up.

"Easy," Norik said gently, "Easy."

"Norik," she spluttered. She was taking short, shallow breaths, and trembling all over.

"Calm down," Norik said, "You're safe now. What happened?"

"I ... he ..." she mumbled, faltering at every syllable. She couldn’t string more than two words together. Norik was at a loss, and could only watch as she struggled to speak. Finding her voice at last, she began to tell her tale: 

Her mental probe had picked up two nearby beings. Cursory examination revealed them to be Dark Hunters, armed with a weapon capable of blowing them all to oblivion. By the time she had shouted her warning, it was already too late. Augmenting her reflexes with her Kanohi Calix, she had grabbed Norik and hefted him bodily from the room. She was too late to reach their Toa guide, however, and the building was struck by their attack. Despite the blast, she had remained conscious, and was attempting to look for the Toa of Sonics when the Dark Hunters arrived. The taller one, the red-armored one, approached her, but before he could get to her, a voice rang out from behind them, commanding them to stop. The voice belonged to the battered, but alive, Toa of Sonics. He launched himself at the Hunters, flailing with his weapon. Lurker launched a vicious counterattack, slashing and hacking with his blade. Varian herself began preparing an elemental attack, summoning mental energy slowly, ready to unleash a devastating assault. It seemed just in time; 'Grey ' was clearly outclassed by the vicious Lurker, who eventually pinned him with his claws. Lurker raised his blade, poised to deliver a killing blow, and Varian attempted to act. In the fraction of a second before she unleashed her Psionic assault, the other Dark Hunter prepared and fired a Rhotuka, straight at Varian.

There, her tale ended. Once struck, she described things that only one touched by madness could comprehend; violent explosions of color, and a kaleidoscopic fade into nothing. Norik recognized the Hunter from her description; a former Matoran named Gatherer, captured and turned into a Dark Hunter. From intelligence gathered, Norik knew that he possessed a Rhotuka with the ability to scramble minds, something not only a potent weapon, but sheer agony for one whose mind was her greatest weapon. 

"Please Norik," Varian said. "We have to save him. He could still be alive! We can’t leave him to die."

Against all odds, against his own intuition, Norik knew she was right. If there was even a chance 'Grey ' was alive, they could not afford to abandon him to the enemy. They were down a few hours, but they had come in a good boat; if they got out to sea, they might be able to catch up to them.

"All right," Norik said. "Let's go."

Varian nodded eagerly, leaping up, only to collapse. Norik rushed to help her, but she quickly waved him off.

"I'm okay, Norik. I 'm just ... tired."

Despite her assurances, Norik was still worried.

"I'm going to search through the homes to see if I can find something for us to use. Will you be okay on your own?"

Varian nodded. She looked better, though still a little unfocused; the experience had rattled her. Norik headed slowly towards a hut, never taking his eyes off her.

As soon as he was gone, she sat down, cradling her head in her hands. What she had told Norik was the truth – mostly. It definitely wasn't a physical pain, it was just an overwhelming fatigue. In a way, it was worse than any wound of the body, and she had experienced her fair share of those. She sighed. It was difficult being a Toa. She wasn't one to disparage her duty, let alone her destiny, but the constant battles were taking a toll. She had initially been involved with stealth and reconnaissance, as her abilities were perfectly suited for sensory work. What wasn’t suited for the task was her personality. She enjoyed freedom, and more than that, she enjoyed action. Not content with being the support, she had requested to be assigned the more combat-oriented missions. Their leader, a grizzled Toa of Gravity, had initially refused the request, but after much negotiation, allowed her to try. Rumor has it that she had used her powers to make him "see" her point of view, but neither of them could afford to admit it. She adored the action, but in retrospect, she had bitten off more than she could chew; strong as she was, she wasn’t nearly as battle able as Norik, and every mission made her more tired than ever. For years, she had made a pact with herself to disclose these feelings to Norik, but the years came and went, and still she ended up on the front lines.

Her musings were interrupted by Norik, who was carrying a gleaming object underneath his arms.

"It’s not exactly a remedy for your pain, "Norik said, "But I think it'll come in handy down the line."

"You always did know how to make me feel better, Norik." Varian grinned. "What about the Matoran?"

Norik shook his head. "Gone. I don't know what happened to them ... but I think we’re better off not knowing. Come on. We have a Toa to rescue."

*

As it turned out, they didn't need to hurry. The Dark Hunters were just preparing to set sail when the two Toa arrived at the shore. Norik didn’t bother with tactics. The time was long past for subtlety. He announced their presence with a wave of fire, following it up with a barrage of fireballs. Gatherer leapt forth and took the brunt of the assault, shielded by his thick armor. Lurker made no such move, merely watching the spectacle with an amused look. Even if he had been paying attention, he would not have noticed Varian, shielded by her elemental powers, sneak aboard the ship.

Looking around, she opted against a manual search. Norik couldn't hold off two Dark Hunters forever. This left dropping her shield and scanning the area with her mind, in the hopes of locating the Toa of Sonics. No sooner had she done so then she felt the cold metal of Lurker’s blade against her neck.

"I thought a reckless charge was a little too good to be true," the Dark Hunter said. "But I didn't know where you were until you were stupid enough to reveal yourself."

Varian didn't rise to the bait, instead focusing her energies into telekinetically moving the blade away from her neck. Once she had put enough distance between the two, she ducked and lunged backwards, thrusting with her elbow blades. Lurker shifted to the side, but was caught in the torso, tearing at his armor. Enraged, he grabbed her with his claws and threw her against a wall, and stabbed with his blade.

Their fight spilled out onto the deck. Gatherer and Norik were still duking it out on the beach. Gatherer had the power advantage, but he was having trouble maneuvering when hit by Norik’s slowness Rhotuka. Lurker landed two well-placed blows on Varian and hefted her overboard, into the sea. Norik’s attention momentarily diverted, Gatherer took advantage and shot Norik squarely in the chest with his blaster. By the time he recovered, the boat was several kios out, and Varian was trudging out of the water, looking thoroughly displeased.

"I wanted a swim, but this wasn't exactly what I had in mind," she spluttered. "What now?"

"Now," Norik said, "Is when the action starts. Get the boat."

They caught up to the Dark Hunters quicker than expected. Their boat was big, and heavily armed, but it was slow. Norik's boat, by comparison, was small, and speedy. They trailed their enemies for a short while, but a Kanoka blast told them that they couldn't keep that up much longer.

Norik glanced at Varian. What she was about to do was bold, risky, and potentially suicidal – worse, it was entirely dependent on her. They didn't have many other options, and this was the one with the biggest chance of success. It was do or die; time to make their move.

Reaching out with her hand and her mind, Varian enveloped the Dark Hunter vessel in telekinetic energy. Massive as it was, the very inertia of the boat kept it going, overcoming her powers without breaking stride. They had anticipated this. Varian’s powers were already diminished, and this was a challenging task for anyone. Thankfully, they had a countermeasure. Norik withdrew the object he found back in the village: an ornate mask, with an hourglass figure around the mouthpiece and ridged cheeks.

The Kanohi of Elemental Energy.

He tossed it to Varian. Immediately after donning it she felt a rush of pure energy flowing through her body, revitalizing her powers. It wasn't enough to eliminate her exhaustion, but acted as a stimulant, giving her a much needed boost. Reaching out again, with both hands, she thrust her elemental energy at the boat. The boat tilted and rocked, but ultimately slowed down, and eventually stopped.

In the distance, Varian spotted the figures of Lurker and Gatherer emerging onto the deck, to find out why their boat had stopped. She grinned. Perfect. With a running start, she leapt off the prow of Norik's boat, using her Calix to time the jump right and gain the necessary distance. Lurker stepped forward to meet the challenge. A mistake, as he was about to find out.

Midair, Varian pulled out her shield, and focused her power into it. A spinning wheel of energy formed at its center, imbued with a Sleep power. Varian let the Rhotuka fly; the wheel flew at a deadly velocity, striking Lurker dead on. He was unconscious before he hit the deck.

Varian landed perfectly and rolled forward, minimizing the impact damage. Standing up, she was immediately confronted by Gatherer, who brought down his blade. Varian caught the blade on her shield, but Gatherer had a powerful arm behind him, and forced her to one knee. With all her might, she deflected the blade to one side and darted forward, throwing out her elbow to catch Gatherer's side. His armor proved too thick, however, and the blade bounced off. Further strikes proved useless as well. Warily, Varian circled Gatherer, reluctant to use her mental powers while he still held on to his Rhotuka launcher.

Down below, Norik anxiously maneuvered his skiff around the Dark Hunter vessel. Sinking the boat was out of the question (tempting though it was), and it was too risky to try and get up there himself. Abandon the skiff, however, and he abandons any hope they have of escaping. It was a no-win situation, and was completely reliant on Varian to succeed, which is how she liked it. There was no arguing with her once she had put her foot down (which she often did, in the most literal fashion). All he could do was wait and hope, two of his poorest skills.

Back on deck, Varian was preparing another Rhotuka. Norik had told her that Gatherer was an insomniac, never sleeping, but that didn’t mean he couldn't. 

She never got the chance to test her theory, as she was brutally struck on the side of the head. As she fell, she caught Lurker, recovered from his "nap," out of the side of her eye. In her last moment of consciousness she sent a telepathic plea, a final, desperate gambit, and hit the deck. Lurker picked up the sleeping Toa, and headed inside to get the ship moving again. 

Gatherer followed suit, but a sudden increase in the temperature caused him to look back. There was Norik, flames swirling about him, spear and shield at the ready. Norik jabbed his spear forward and shot a concentrated burst of magma. With surprising speed, Gatherer darted underneath the shot, and propelled himself upward. Unleashing his vast array of weaponry, Gatherer fired an arsenal at Norik, blasting him with his Rhotuka, energy cannon, and several Kanoka disks. Norik was overwhelmed by the assault, and he was caught by Gatherer, who dragged him inside.

*

Varian opened her eyes; at least, she thought she did. It was hard to tell in pitch darkness. She groped around, trying to gain a feel for her surroundings. All she felt was the cold, hard stone of what was obviously a prison cell. A stone panel slid open, blinding her with a sudden beam of light. Standing in the new doorway was a massive, golden armored Dark Hunter she knew to be called "Ancient".

"Ah," the veteran Dark Hunter said. “You're awake. Saves me the trouble. Your presence is requested in the Shadowed One’s chamber."

"Requested?" Varian queried. "What if I refuse?"

Ancient shrugged noncommittally. "Then you die."

"I'll come."

"Wise choice."

Ancient led Varian to a large chamber. A throne sat at the focal point of the room. Seated in the throne was the Shadowed One, exuding an air of confidence and power that a lesser being could never possess. Behind him lurked Darkness, and to his right sat his Recorder, poised to fulfill his one and only goal in life. Ancient departed the room, only to return, carrying the limp bodies of a Toa of Fire and a Toa of Sonics.

"Now, Toa." the Shadowed One said, snapping Varian’s attention back to him. "I find myself in a dilemma. You see, I ordered two Toa, and yet here I am ... with three. A problem by most standards, but I have crafted a clever solution. I shall allow you to choose for me."

For a minute, Varian could not comprehend his words. Slowly, the truth of the simple, evil action dawned on her.

"No." she said decisively. "I won't do it."

The Shadowed One laughed. "Bravado in the face of danger is admirable. However, three is still a surplus." He brought his blade down just above Norik's neck. "Either you choose one to live... or I choose one to die."

She broke. Norik was her best friend, and she could not be responsible for his death.

"Him," she said. "Norik. I choose him."

"Predictable," the Shadowed One said disdainfully. "Very well. He will be returned to the Northern Continent, alive."

As Ancient carried the Toa of Fire out of the room, Varian extended her powers to him, blessing Norik with pleasant thoughts and dreams; it was all she could do for a lifetime of friendship.

When he was gone, Varian turned to the Shadowed One.

"And what of us? What plans do you have for us?"

"You," the Shadowed One emphasized, "Will spend an eternity here, in stasis. You will not be able to see, hear, or feel anything."

"Wh-why?!" Varian exclaimed. "What purpose does that serve?"

"Purpose?" the Shadowed One said mockingly. "Do not flatter yourself Toa. You have no higher calling. You will be put on display here, like these Kanohi. I do admit, it was difficult choosing an element, but I settled on Psionics. Your kind has a certain... charm about you."

Mind reeling, Varian grasped onto the last piece of information she still didn't understand.

"What about the Sonics Toa? I... I never even found out his name. What do you have planned for him?"

"His name is Triglax," the Shadowed One said, "And he will continue to serve under my employ as he has for centuries."

Confused, Varian turned to the Toa, only to find him up and reclining against the wall. Before her horrified eyes, he began to shift and morph, eventually settling on a completely different form.

The Shadowed One leaned over to her.

"Thankfully for you, in stasis... you also won't be able to think."

Varian's screams were the last sound she ever made.

The Attack of the Kanohi Dragon

The Dark Hunters, led by the mysterious being called the Shadowed One and formed more than three thousand years prior, had grown in power and influence. Acting as mercenaries, thieves, and assassins, the Hunters were driven by their own greed, ambition, and thirst for power. And thus the thoughts of the Shadowed One were bent upon Metru Nui, the city of wealth and the seat of Matoran civilization. With this goal in mind, the first of the Dark Hunters' many attempts to rule the City of Legends came about. Three Hunters, Reidak, Vezok, and Avak, were sent to free a monstrous creature, known only as the Kanohi Dragon, from a prison of ice far beneath the waters of the Silver Sea. Trapped there long ago after it had attacked the City of Legends for the first time, the beast had remained dormant for countless millennia.

But now, awakened from its ageless slumber, the enraged Dragon emerged from the depths in a blast of heat and flame. And sensing the energy radiating from the power sources of Metru Nui, it swam secretly toward the city, eventually burrowing its way up through the underground Archives. Wreathed in fire and smoke, the Kanohi Dragon emerged onto the surface in an explosion of flame and destruction to renew its long-delayed attack upon the city, wreaking havoc amongst the tall towers and buildings. Eventually the beast made its way into the Great Furnace of Ta-Metru, where it settled to rest and absorb the immense heat. Turaga Dume immediately sent out messages calling for help and summoned the Toa Mangai to confront the terrible monster. The Toa arrived just in time to save Turaga Dume from the three Dark Hunters, who were attempting to blackmail the Turaga into securing a base for them in the city. The Hunters escaped, leaving the Toa to confront the Kanohi Dragon alone. 

And after a month-long battle, in which half of Ta-Metru was destroyed, they succeeded. The four Toa of Ice froze the Kanohi Dragon in an immense block of ice, putting a final end to its destruction. The subdued dragon was taken to the island of Xia, where it was given to the Vortixx for imprisonment. The eleven Toa then decided to remain in the city of Metru Nui to defend it against the growing threat of the Dark Hunters.

Tuyet's Betrayal

Lhikan, Toa of Fire, stood silent in the gathering darkness. Around him, a small crowd of Matoran had formed, murmuring to each other in shocked tones. He could imagine the shock and horror they were feeling -- after all, he was feeling it too.

"How could this have happened? Ta-Metru has so many safeguards …" he muttered.

"Sometimes, the ways of Mata Nui are a mystery indeed," said Turaga Dume. "I have already asked Jaller to investigate the accident."

Lhikan knelt down beside the still, ruined body of the Ta-Matoran. He lay where he had fallen after a vat of molten Protodermis had inexplicably tipped and spilled its searing contents on him. It was an awful way to die.

"Clear the villagers out of here," Lhikan said to Dume. "The area may not be safe. As soon as Nidhiki gets back --"

"I am back." The Toa of Air landed lightly next to his comrade. "I examined the vat, the cable, and the connectors, like you asked. It's amazing how … small everyone looks from up there."

"What did you find?" snapped Lhikan, impatiently.

"The connectors were tampered with," Nidhiki answered. "Whoever did it didn't even try to make it look like an accident. This was murder, Lhikan."

At the sound of the word, the Vahki Nuurakh moved in close. It was the job of these mechanoids to enforce order in the city, a task they performed coldly and efficiently. Nidhiki glanced at them with undisguised contempt and gave one a shove.

"Back off," he snarled. "This was a living being once. You wouldn't understand that."

Lhikan reached out and gingerly rolled the body over. His eye was immediately drawn to a small stone tablet that had been under the corpse. Two words were written on it the language of the Matoran:

"Toa Tuyet."

*

"I don't have any idea," said Tuyet, Toa of Water. "I barely even know any Ta-Matoran."

"Well, that's understandable," said Nidhiki. "They're not the most interesting bunch."

"Think," said Lhikan. "Are you sure you never met him? Could he have been carrying a message to you?"

Tuyet shook her head. "I'm sorry. I don't know. I haven't even left Ga-Metru in days, let alone gone to the other side of the city. I've been helping Nokama on some improvements to the labs."

"All right," said Lhikan. "With the other Toa away on missions, there's just the three of us to protect the city. So take care and keep a careful eye out. Someone killed that Matoran and we can't let it happen again."

Later, Nidhiki and Lhikan walked toward the Chute Station. The Toa of Fire obviously didn't want to talk, but that had never stopped Nidhiki before.

"So, murderous Matoran," said the Toa of Air. "That should liven things up."

"There's nothing amusing about this."

"Sure, there is, fearless leader," Nidhiki said. "For example, a brilliant Toa of Fire overlooking the obvious – that's pretty funny."

"What are you talking about?"

"Okay, let's say this is about some message meant for Tuyet. What if the tablet is only a part of the message?"

"Part of it? Then where's the other part?"

Nidhiki smiled a bitter smile. "He's lying on a slab in Ta-Metru, Lhikan, and he's very, very dead."

*

Kongu was late for work. He should have been at his station a half hour ago to relieve the night Chute flow controller. As a result, he was in such a hurry that he never noticed there was something in the road until he stumbled over it.

He got to his feet, grumbling and brushing himself off. Who would leave something just lying in the street like that, where it could be a hazard?

He had half a mind to complain to the Vahki.

Then he stopped. Behind his mask, his eyes widened. The first rays of dawn had illuminated the object in the road now, and Kongu could see it for what it was: a dead Le-Matoran, mask shattered from a fall. In his hand, he clutched a stone tablet that read 

"Toa Tuyet."

*

A cursory investigation by Lhikan and Nidhiki revealed that the cables in which the Le-Matoran had been working had been slashed. If the news of one murder disturbed the population of Metru Nui, word of a second sent Matoran into a panic. Vahki were working non-stop to keep residents working rather than staying hidden inside their homes.

Leaving Nidhiki to search for any remaining clues, Lhikan traveled to Ga-Metru. Tuyet wasn't at the Great Temple or Nokama's school and hadn't been seen all day. The Lightstones in her living quarters had been doused, but a little darkness had never stopped Lhikan. Pushing the door open, he conjured a flame to illuminate the dwelling.

The sudden light startled Tuyet. She had been standing against the back wall, gazing out of the window, lost in thought. When she saw Lhikan, she relaxed, though not very much.

"I should have expected you," she said.

Lhikan nodded. "There's been another death. Tuyet, I know you don't like Nidhiki, so I left him behind. You and I have been friends for thousands of years. We've traveled together, fought together, and once almost died together. If you know something about what's going on, you have to tell me."

Tuyet looked down at the ground. A long moment passed before she spoke. "If I do … I'll put you in danger. The best thing might be for me to just leave Metru Nui. Once I go, this will stop."

Lhikan reached out and took her hand. "A long time ago, I was stationed in a Toa Fortress|Toa tower that was under attack by Frostelus. Our team leader ordered me to abandon my post so there would be a survivor to warn others of what had happened. I was young, new to being a Toa, so I agreed. I lived; they died. And I swore after that I would never run from anything, ever again. We're Toa, Tuyet – and Toa don't run."

Tuyet looked into the depths of Lhikan's eyes. Her expression behind her Mask of Intangibility was unreadable. When she spoke, it was in the slow, measured pace of a stream running toward the sea.

"Have you ever heard of the Nui Stone? No? I would have imagined you had heard the legend, at least," she said. "If only it were just a legend …"

"What is it?"

"We all know about Toa Stones – almost any rock can serve as one. A Toa takes it in hand and places a minute portion of his energy inside. Later, it can be used to trigger the transformation of a Matoran into a Toa. But a Toa Stone is passive – just a receptable for Toa Energy. The Nui Stone is something else again."

Tuyet summoned a fog to shroud her home so that prying eyes could not see through the windows before she continued. "The Nui Stone is active, where a Toa Stone is passive. It doesn't wait for you to give it your energy – it takes it. Once activated, it will absorb minute amounts of energy from any Toa within a 3000 Kio radius, so slowly and surely that it won't be noticed until it's too late. Then that energy can be absorbed by a living being – can you imagine? One being with the power of dozens, maybe hundreds of Toa, or more?"

"And such a thing exists?" asking Lhikan, already seeing the potential danger in such an object.

Tuyet nodded. "Yes, but its makers realized the risks. They made only one and vowed to destroy that one. But before they could do it, it was stolen – no one knows by who. It was passed from hand to hand for millennia, no one ever realizing what it was or could do … just that it was powerful, and so valuable. Finally, at some point in the recent past, it ended up on my home island … or so they say."

"What does this have to do with two dead Matoran and tablets bearing your name?" asked Lhikan.

"Shortly after I left home to help you and the others fight the Kanohi Dragon here, a team of Dark Hunters invaded my homeland. They were looking for the Nui Stone. When they couldn't find it, they assumed I had taken it with me for safekeeping."

"And did you?"

"No!" Tuyet answered. "If I had ever had the cursed thing in my hand, I would have crushed it to powder."

"But the Dark Hunters think you have it"

"They sent me a message," said Tuyet. "They threatened the Turaga and Matoran of my home island. They gave me seven days to turn the stone over to their agents, and promised to help me keep count of the days. These deaths … those sick, evil -- this is their countdown, Lhikan!"

*

Toa Nidhiki dodged a rock-hard blow from the Dark Hunter called Devastator. He wasn't fast enough to dodge the follow-up, which sent him flying 20 feet through the air to crash into a pile of equipment.

Nidhiki had been happy to hear Lhikan's news that Dark Hunters had infiltrated Metru Nui. It was comforting in some way to know that some Matoran had not gone mad and started offing his fellows, even if the actual explanation was a little dull. Still, it gave him something to hit.

Devastator was a big boy, probably close to a ton of mechanical muscle. Worse, he had this habit of turning to sand and disappearing into cracks in the floor, or telekinetically hurling machinery. It was getting annoying. Lhikan had offered to take on the other two DH's and it was now looking like the Toa of Fire had the easy job.

What else is new? thought Nidhiki, dragging himself back to his feet.

"I like you," said the Toa, hurling a mini-cyclone at his foe. "You don't talk. So many of you Dark Hunter types talk your ear off when they fight. Must be because all the rest of the time, you only get to speak when you're spoken to, right?"

Devastator grunted and used his mental powers to try and bring a wall down on Nidhiki. The Toa of Air dodged nimbly, grabbed a beam, and hurled it at his opponent. Devastator caught it in mid-air and bent it in two. 

"Whatever they're feeding you, I'll take a case," Nidhiki muttered. 

The Dark Hunter pressed his attack. Nidhiki dodged and struck back where he could, all the while keeping up a running patter. "That was a cute idea you had, that countdown of dead Matoran. Or did someone else come up with that? Heavy thinking isn't really your line."

Nidhiki expected to see anger on Devastator's features, or maybe even what passed for a smile on a Dark Hunter. He did not expect what he got: an expression of sheer confusion that lasted for at least two seconds before giving way to rage. 

''Now what's that about?'' thought the Toa.

Devastator hurled a few more pieces of scrap metal – nothing Nidhiki couldn't dodge easily, but he pretended to get clipped. When Devastator moved in to finish him off, Nidhiki tossed a cyclone at him. The Dark Hunter evaded by turning to sand and dropping toward a crack in the pavement, but Nidhiki had anticipated him. He'd sent a second cyclone into a nearby Protodermis pool and created a waterspout, which he used to douse Devastator and turn his sand to mud. The Dark Hunter made a game effort to stay in the fight, but Nidhiki had the advantage and wasn't going to let it go. A few well-placed blows and it was over.

Lhikan showed up then. He had tackled a Dark Hunter named Gladiator and another who had some sort of chameleon power. The Toa said his opponent had appeared as a one-eyed yellow Rahi, but Lhikan had no idea who he was trying to resemble.

"That's all of them," said the Toa of Fire. "It's over."

"Are you sure?"

"Gladiator and I had … a talk," Lhikan replied. "I'm sure."

"Heading to tell Tuyet she can come out now?" 

Lhikan glanced at Nidhiki. There was something off in Nidhiki's tone of voice, as if the Toa of Air was preoccupied. "Yes," said Lhikan. "I need to stick these Dark Hunters someplace until we decide what to do with them and take care of a few priority jobs for Dume. Then I will head over to Ga-Metru."

"Then maybe I'll see you there," Nidhiki said, departing. "Yes … maybe."

*

It took longer than Lhikan expected to get his tasks done. Night had already fallen by the time he made it to Ga-Metru. Nidhiki was there ahead of him, standing with Toa Tuyet amidst a crowd of Matoran. A Ga-Matoran was lying on the ground, unmoving. From the puddle around the body, Lhikan guessed she had been fished out of a canal. In her hand was the now familiar stone tablet bearing Tuyet's name. 

"What happened?" he asked, already guessing the answer.

"It was awful," said Tuyet. "I heard a scream and a splash … I ran out … but she was already dead. Drowned, with that … that terrible reminder in her hand."

"Just like the others," Nidhiki said, his eyes meeting Lhikan's for a long moment. "Tell him when this happened, Tuyet."

"Only a few minutes ago," said the Toa of Water.

"But that's --" Lhikan began. 

Nidhiki cut him off. "Horrible, that's what it is. But don't worry, Tuyet, Lhikan and I will catch the ones who did this. You can count on that."

*

It was an hour later. Full darkness had descended on Metru Nui as well as on the spirits of its residents. And none walked in a deeper shadow than Lhikan this night.

He found Tuyet in her dwelling. She looked at him hopefully. "Did you find them? Did you stop them?"

Lhikan nodded. "Yes. You have … nothing more to worry about. Nidhiki and I captured all three Dark Hunters."

Tuyet smiled. "That's wonderful! Then the countdown is over … I can live again. I don't have to sit in this darkened chamber anymore – we can share adventures again, just like before."

Lhikan walked past her. Before she could react, he smashed a hole in the back wall and reached in, his hand emerging with a glowing red stone. "Will we share this too? This is the Nui Stone, isn't it? The one you said you didn't have?"

"How did you --?"

"The stone is full of energy. Energy gives off heat," said Lhikan. "Once I knew to look for it, it was easy. Heat is my business."

Tuyet rose. To her credit, she didn't seem nervous or taken aback. She was colder than most Ice Toa Lhikan had known, he had to give her that. 

"What do you mean, 'knew to look for it'? I don't even know how that got here!"

"You didn't know a lot of things, it turns out," said Lhikan. "For example, Nidhiki and I caught those three Dark Hunters that were after you – but we caught them this morning. So they couldn't have killed a Ga-Matoran tonight and left that tablet on her.

"Nidhiki told me Devastator looked confused when he brought up the countdown – so we started wondering if that was because he really had no idea what was going on. He and the others were after you, it's true, but they weren't the ones killing Matoran."

Lhikan summoned a ring of fire to surround the Toa of Water. "You were, Tuyet."

"That's ridiculous!" Tuyet snapped, calling down a thunderstorm to douse the flames. "Have you gone mad, accusing me of something like that?"

"The Dark Hunters were right. The Nui Stone did end up on your home island and you did take it with you when you came here. They wanted it and you knew they wouldn't stop until someone stopped them. So you started this countdown and then set Nidhiki and I on their trail. When you heard nothing from us, you assumed they were still free, so you had to keep the countdown going."

The water blast that struck Lhikan came out of nowhere and sent him hurtling across the room. The impact made him drop the stone, but it landed inside a water bubble that floated gently back to Tuyet.

"I thought Nidhiki would be a problem, but not you," she said harshly. "You are so trusting, so convinced of the purity of Toa. I don't think Nidhiki even trusts himself. Better keep an eye on him, Lhikan, he'll come to no good."

"You mean like you?" said the Toa of Fire.

Tuyet laughed. "Me? With the energies in this stone, I am going to become the most powerful Toa that ever lived. Think of it – no more Rahi monsters attacking, no more Dark Hunters, and maybe I'll even take out the Brotherhood of Makuta just for fun. What the League of Six Kingdoms tried to do while they were active, I will do – impose law and order on everything that lives."

"Your law, and your order," said Lhikan. "Law built on the corpses of dead Matoran, order built on lies – no good can come from that."

"That's your problem, Lhikan," Tuyet sneered. "Always following the rules. Always worrying about others. Did you ever think we could do more good if we stopped worrying so much about who might get hurt in the process?"

"The day we stop worrying about that, we become part of the problem," said Lhikan.

"No, no more problems," Tuyet answered, her gaze shifting to the stone in her hand. "I'm about to become the ultimate solution."

Her hand closed on the stone. It began to crackle, a nimbus of crimson energy surrounding her. Lhikan hurled a fire bolt, but she deflected it without even looking at him. Her power was already growing exponentially with each passing moment. In a matter of seconds, she would be able to snuff him out like a tiny flame in a windstorm.

"Don't do this!" he shouted. "Remember what it is we stand for! Remember who you are!"

"I don't care about who I am!" Tuyet yelled. "I care about who I will become!"

The next split second was a blur. There was a sound like a mountain splitting in two and then the door was flying across the room, slamming into Tuyet. Nidhiki stood in the open doorway, a tornado whirling around him.

"Hi, dear, I'm home," said the Toa of Air.

Lhikan sprang from the floor and closed with Tuyet, trying to pry the stone loose from her grasp. She hurled him aside and then hit Nidhiki with a flood tide that forced him out of the chamber. The next instant, her power exploded, bringing down the entire dwelling. 

Before the startled eyes of the Toa of Fire, Tuyet began to rise on a column of water. Higher and higher she climbed, until it seemed like she would be able to touch the stars themselves. And she was laughing, a thunderous, horrible sound that shattered Lhikan's hopes and beliefs like they were fragile things of crystal.

"I always knew she looked down on us, but this is ridiculous," said Nidhiki. "Are you up to putting a chill in her plans?"

Lhikan didn't answer. Instead, he focused his energy on drawing all the heat out of the column of water on which Tuyet stood. The effects were immediate – water became ice. Before the Toa of Water could respond, Nidhiki had picked up a pole made of solid metallic Protodermis and swung it, smashing the pillar of ice to pieces.

Stunned and thrown off-balance, Tuyet dropped the stone. Out of contact with it, her new powers abruptly vanished, and the sudden shock of such a loss stunned her. She fell. The stone fell. Lhikan watched them both, wondering which – if either – he should catch. He chose the Toa.

Nidhiki was fine with that choice. He positioned himself under the Nui Stone, ready to snatch it out of the air. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Lhikan catch Tuyet. The Nui Stone came closer, closer … and then a blast of fire knocked it out of the air.

"No!" yelled Nidhiki, trying to grab it. But its surface was molten hot and he couldn't touch it for more than second. The stone hit the ground and splintered into a billion pieces, whose red glow flared and then faded for good.

"You --!" raged Nidhiki. "You stupid, moronic -- what's the matter with you?"

Lhikan had encircled Tuyet with fiery chains. Although they did not touch her, she could not move without being burned, and they burned so white-hot that any moisture instantly evaporated on contact. With the destruction of the stone, the red glow had faded around her as well.

"Sorry, Nidhiki. My mistake," said Lhikan. "I seem to have made a lot of them lately."

*

Tuyet was confined in the Coliseum while Dume and Lhikan tried to decide on a fitting punishment. Despite being under guard, she disappeared during the night, never to be seen again. Reports that a large creature had suddenly appeared in her cell and then teleported out with her were dismissed as, at best, a delusion.

Lhikan would never find out what happened to Tuyet, although the mystery haunted him all his life. But the prisoners of The Pit welcomed a new companion that night, a Toa who had committed the unpardonable crime of slaying those she was intended to protect.

As with so many things in life, the full truth will never be known … and those who still remember her are invited to believe whatever lets them sleep more peacefully at night.

Meanwhile on Bara Magna

While the inhabitants of the Matoran Universe lived their lives, the Agori and Glatorian were still fighting for survival on Bara Magna. The Skrall conquered the area north of the Black Spike Mountains and established themselves as rulers of their own empire. Certavus, Prime Glatorian of Iconox, perished due to natural causes and was replaced by Strakk. Telluris began to attack travelers in the desert in his Skopio XV-1. Vastus and Ackar won some Grand Tournaments. On a mission to salvage supplies from a wooded area, a Skrall patrol was attacked by a pack of the shapeshifting Baterra. Only two warriors survived, one of whom earned the name Branar. More Baterra appeared and assaulted the Skrall, wiping out much of the warrior class and all of the elite class save Tuma. Tuma lead an expedition to find the Baterra, and more and more of the Skrall were killed. Stronius discovered that the Baterra were machines, and later the Skrall realized they were shapeshifters before returning to their fortress. Skrall brought in wood to the Skrall Fortress that turned out to be Baterra in disguise. The Skrall lost the fights to the Baterra, and fled.

Underwater Rahi Project

Back in the Matoran Universe...

Being an experienced archivist, it was not unusual for Whenua’s day to begin with news of the latest captures. But on this particular day, the pounding on his door was more frantic. He went to open it, mouthing a silent wish that no exhibits had broken free and trashed an entire wing again.

Onepu didn’t even wait for the door to be fully ajar before slipping inside. His eyes were bright with excitement and his heartlight was flashing wildly.

“It’s amazing! You have to come see! No one knows, not even Toa Lhikan!”

“Slow down”, said Whenua. “You’re talking faster than a Le-Matoran. Come see what? Were more Rahi delivered? Or did the miners find more of those Bohrok things?”

“Better than that. But I can’t explain. The Chief Archivist wants you, me, and Mavrah there right away.”

Onepu dashed back outside, with a confused Whenua following along behind. The last time the Chief Archivist wanted to see him, a few dozen ice bats had escaped from their tubes and infested the administrative offices. He hoped this time the meeting would not involve nets, boxes, or anything that flew.

The trip took longer than Whenua expected. Onepu led him on a winding path to the Archives through chutes that dove deep beneath the surface and emerged in sub-levels with thich Whenua was only barely familiar Then it was a long hike through abandoned tunnels to another chute, this one badly in need of repair, and another steep drop to a sub-level that didn’t even show up on any Archives charts.

“Where are we?”

“Come on”, said Onepu. “Wait until you see this.”

The two Matoran rounded a corner to behold a stunning sight. This sub-level consisted almost completely of water, and in that water were creatures out of an archivist’s dream... or nightmare. There were huge, aquatic beasts, large enough to swallow a Muaka in one gulp. Nearby were monstrous crabs strong enough to crush stone in their claws. The sight of one such Rahi would have been shocking, but there were dozens of them here.

Whenua did not know what to say. Onepu simply smiled. Mavrah was already there, just staring at the amazing display before him.

“I told you”, said Onepu. “Even the Chief Archivist was speechless.”

“Where did they come from?” asked Whenua. “What... what are they?”

Mavrah turned at the sound of voices. “They appeared off the coast of Onu-Metru last night”, he said. “It took Mata Nui knows how many Vahki squads to herd them in here. This was the only spot in the city big enough to hold them all.”

Whenua watched as one of the creatures surfaced long enough to reveal a Takea shark trapped in its jaws. Then it dove again, leaving little doubt what the fate of that unlucky sea beast would be.

“There isn’t a statis tube big enough in all of – “ Whenua began.

“They aren’t for exhibit.” The three archivists turned to see Turaga Dume coming toward them. “The Chief Archivist has requested, and I have granted, permission for these creatures to be kept here for study. They will not be placed in statis so that the three of you can learn from conscious specimens.”

All three of them thanked the Turaga. Dume waved them off. “Don’t thank me. This is against my better judgement. Unleashed, creatures like these could destroy half the city. For that reason, this matter is to be kept a strict secret. I do not want a panic in the city, do you understand?”

The archivists nodded. Never before had the Turaga knowingly allowed a danger to the city to exist withing its borders. It was a little frightening to realize that not only the safety of the Archives, but perhaps Metru Nui itself, depended on how well they did their jobs.

“What about Toa Lhikan?” asked Whenua. “Surely he must know.”

“No”, answered Dume. “Lhikan’s first duty is to the safety of the city, and he cannot see beyond that. But the advancement of Matoran science requires risk. I have been convinced that there is something that can be learned from these... monsters. Do not prove me wrong.”

A serpent that looked roughly the size of Po-Metru raised its head above the water and bellowed. The sound shook the sub-level.

“And Mata Nui protect us all”, said Dume as he walked away.

*

The three Onu-Matoran soon settled into a routine. Early each morning, they would travel together to the Archives. Staying in each others’ company helped them avoid talking with any other archivists who might be curious about their new project. They spent all day and most of the night observing and testing the strange sea creatures, noting down everything they could about the behavior and characteristics of the Rahi. Then they would return to their homes for an all too brief rest before starting all over again.

Whenua and Onepu complained early and often that three Matoran were not enough to do this job well. But Mavrah insisted that secrecy was vital to the success of the project, and the Chief Archivist backed him up.

Fatigue and overwork eventually took their toll. The three Matoran began to quarrel over the slightest thing. Notes were misplaced, experiments accidentally ruined, and at one point one of the Rahi almost slipped past both Onepu and a Vahki squad to make it back out to sea.

That was enough to drive Mavrah to fury.

“You idiot!” he shouted at Onepu. “Do you realize what might have happened if it escaped?”

“He’s right”, Whenua said. “It might have turned toward the city and harmed Matoran before it was stopped.”

“Before it was stopped?” Mavrah repeated in disbelief. “Before it was killed, you mean, along with our entire project. Your stupidity could have led to this Rahi’s destruction, a tragic loss to science – all because you weren’t paying attention!”

It took some time for the hard feelings left over from that incident to ease. But worse was yet to come, and this time on Whenua’s watch. He had been concentrating intensely on a creature that looked like a Tarakava, only with multiple flippers that might evolve into feet one day. Though not big enough to be a physical threat to its neighbors, it was able to defend itself quite well with the help of twin ice beams from its eyes.

The Rahi was so fascinating that Whenua never saw a far larger beast erupt out of the water. Other creatures immedietly moved to challenge it, but the monstrous serpent shrugged them off as if they were raindrops. It was sick of captivity. Now was the time to escape or die trying.

The monster leapt out of the water and crashed into the stone ceiling. The impact violently shook the Archives, sending Whenua plunging into the makeshift holding tank. Before he could scramble back to safety, the Rahi struck again. This time the force of the collision cracked the ceiling and shattered displays even on the uppermost levels.

Whenua had his own problems at the moment. He was not a strong swimmer. Worse, his neighbors in the water had noticed a newcomer in their midst, one with no claws or teeth to defend himself. This would be an easy meal, they decided, and began to circle the Matoran.

The archivist deperately tried to remember anything he had ever heard about fending off sea Rahi attacks. In a panic, he realized it was a subject he had never discussed. Onu-Matoran didn’t go for swims, after all. Only Ga-Matoran were that insane.

One squid like Rahi reached out with its tentacle. Whenua frantically slapped it away. But he could already feel his arms and legs growing tired from treading water. He would run out of energy long before the Rahi ran out of interest. Then he would be just another archivist lost in the pursuit of knowledge.

A shark moved in for the kill. Too tired to fight anymore, Whenua shut his eyes and waited for the end. But instead of a painful bite, he felt hands seize him and pull him out of the water. A second later, he was back on solid ground, coughing and gasping for air.

Mavrah stood over him. “What were you thinking, diving in there?”

“I decided I needed a bath”, Whenua snapped. “You think it was my choice to be Rahi bait? The earth tremors knocked me in.”

“Those weren’t tremors”, Mavrah responded grimly. “One of our guests tried to escape. It’s under control now, but... there was a lot of damage up above. A Kraawa broke free.”

Whenua winced. The Kraawa was an unusual Rahi who turned any force used against it into energy to grow. Hit it enough times and it would be bigger than the Coliseum. Getting it into the Archives had taken multiple Vahki squads and resulted in three levels being trashed. If it was loose...

“How bad?” he asked.

“A dozen Vahki smashed; three levels suffered critical damage, four more are being evacuated; at least a few hundred exhibits awake and on the loose. It’s a disaster.”

“You have a gift for understatement, Mavrah.”

The words came from Turaga Dume. The elder was striding toward them, with the Chief Archivist running alongside, babbling apologies. Dume waved him away and looked directly at Mavrah.

“This project is terminated”, he said. “As soon as order has been restored in the Archives, the Vahki will drive these... these monsters back out of the city. A security zone will be established in the waters around Metru Nui. The Vahki have authorization to kill any of these Rahi who violates that zone.”

“No!” Mavrah shouted. “You mustn’t do that! Think of the knowledge we will be losing, the potential for progress – “

“This is not a debate”, Turaga Dume repied. Then, in a softer tone, he added, “I am sorry, Mavrah. I know what this project means to you. But I cannot jeopardize the safety of the Archives – or the city – further. These things do not belong here.”

Dume turned to the Chief Archivist. “See to it that the Vahki get any cooperation they require. I want these beasts gone by morning.”

That night was the longest Whenua had ever lived through. He couldn’t help thinking that if he had been paying more attention, maybe this would never have happened. Of course, he couldn’t say how he would have stopped a massive Rahi who wanted out, but that was beside the point. Now the Archives were half-wrecked and the project was shut down.

He tried to apologize to Mavrah for his mistake, but the Onu-Matoran was too upset to speak. He just stood there, staring at the Rahi, looking like he had lost his best friends.

The next morning, Whenua returned to find the Archives under lock down. Vahki Rorzakh were everywhere, watching carefully as Onu-Matoran crews struggled to return Rahi to their statis tubes. Inside, other crews used regeneration disks to repair structural damage. The sheer magnitude of the damage was staggering.

He made his way down to the sub-level where the Rahi had been held. He expected to find it abandoned. Instead, it was filled with Rorzakh and a very worried Chief Archivist.

“They’re gone”, the administrator said. “All of them. Disappeared.”

“Wasn’t that the point?” Whenua asked.

“You don’t understand. The Rahi are gone, but the Vahki didn’t take them. They escaped back to sea somehow. The Vahki are bringing Onepu and Mavrah here now.”

A Rorzakh squad appeared a moment later, shoving Onepu in front of them. A second squad was right on their heels, but empty-handed.

“Where’s Mavrah?” asked the Chief Archivist.

The Vahki shrugged. Whenua had no doubt they had searched Mavrah’s home and everywhere he might be hiding before returning to admit failure. Rorzakh were nothing if not thorough.

“He must be on his way then”, the Chief Archivist muttered, not sounding at all convinced that was the case. “I have already spoken with the Turaga. He is sending Bordakh and Rorzakh to find the creatures. Of course, the important thing is that they are gone. But I think we all want to find out how and why.”

Whenua said nothing. But he had a horrible suspicion he already knew the answers to those questions...

The mystery of the missing Rahi was never solved. The Chief Archivist’s official report to the Turaga stated that the creatures must have contrived a mass escape. The Vahki on duty had done nothing to prevent it because their orders were to see to it that the Rahi left. It made no difference to them how that happened.

The report further stated that, in trying to stop the escape, Mavrah had been lost and was presumed dead. Although his sacrifice could not be publicly recognized without revealing the existence of the project, the sub-level was renamed in his honor.

Whenua always suspected that Turaga Dume knew more about what had happened that he let on. He called off the Vahki search for the Rahi after only a very short time, as if he knew they would not be found, nor would Mavrah. Whatever the Rorzakh knew about the situation, they communicated only to the Turaga.

After a while, things returned to normal in the Archives. Whenua and Onepu both made an effort to forget all that had gone on. It was easier to simply accept the official report and mourn for their friend. After all, the only alternative theory of what happened that night was too far-fetched to ever believe.

Or so they thought...

In reality, Mavrah managed to smuggle the Rahi out of the city, and they escaped into the Great Barrier, where he confronted some Kralhi. The Kralhi were willing to serve him, however, since they had been designed to protect Matoran.

The Toa-Dark Hunter War

The Shadowed One, ruler of the Dark Hunters, wished to establish a base for his mercenary organization in Metru Nui. Turaga Dume refused and the Dark Hunters were escorted out of the city by the Toa Mangai. The Shadowed One became obsessed with the city's capture and assigned Thok to execute an attempt to kidnap Dume, which was also prevented. Choosing a more direct move of conquest, the Shadowed One sent forces of Dark Hunters to attack the city and claim it as their own. Toa Lhikan and the rest of the Toa Mangai stationed there resisted their efforts, and attempted to defend the city alone. 

At the start, the Toa Mangai were overwhelmed by the hundreds of Dark Hunters and barricaded themselves in the Coliseum while the Matoran hid in their homes. Toa Naho, however, managed to sneak through the Dark Hunter lines and reach another island to request reinforcements. She brought back almost one hundred additional Toa. The Dark Hunters, who had managed to claim much of the city, were driven back, leading to further conflicts. Both sides suffered heavy losses during the following months. Turaga Dume was assigned a personal guard detail as a precaution.

A group of Dark Hunters, including Tyrant, encountered a band of Toa led by Lhikan. They began to engage in combat, but Tyrant's Dark Hunter companions had been ordered to abandon him upon the onset of battle. Tyrant was overwhelmed by the Toa, and vanished into the Silver Sea.

In one of the last battles of the war, Lhikan and the Dark Hunter Vengeance dueled against one another. Vengeance was defeated by the Toa of Fire and trapped, though he was later able to free himself.

The war was fought valiantly with many Toa giving their lives for Metru Nui. But eventually the overwhelming numbers of the Dark Hunters wore against them. 

*

Toa Lhikan crept silently through the dark streets of Ta-Metru. The night was utterly silent, as if his adopted home had become a city of the dead. Even the shadows seemed touched by the fear that gripped Metru Nui.

He started to summon a small flame, then stopped. Turaga Dume had warned him about betraying his position through the use of his powers. The enemy would track back to the source of the flame, and if he were to be caught too far from the Coliseum ... well, he had seen what was left of other Toa who had gotten careless.

''You can afford a mistake or two against a Rahi beast,'' he reminded himself. But not against ''these opponents. All they need is the slightest opening, and –''

A sound came up from above – metal scraping against stone, no doubt from one of the rooftops. An ambush? The Dark Hunters were more than capable of that – and worse. Lhikan activated his Mask of Shielding, throwing a force field around himself, and readied his fire great swords. Whoever – or whatever – was after him was in for a surprise.

A familiar mask appeared over the edge of the foundry roof. "Relax, brother. It's me!"

Toa Nidhiki leaped down and landed beside his comrade. His emerald armor was scarred and pitted from countless battles. "Midnight walks, now?" he whispered. "What's the matter, the war not giving you enough exercise?"

"You were supposed to stay at the Coliseum, with the others," Lhikan replied.

"I got bored. Besides, six Toa to guard one Turaga should be enough."

"Not if I'm right," said Lhikan, his expression grim. "Not if he's been targeted by who I think. Half the legion could be in that building, and he still would not be safe."

Beneath his Kanohi Mask of Stealth, Nidhiki flashed a smile. "You worry too much, brother. You always have. Remember the time the tops of all those Ko-Metru Knowledge Towers were being shattered? You were sure the Kanohi Dragon was back. Turned out to be Ice Bats with attitude."

"Then humor me," said Lhikan. "I'm going west and circling around. You go north. Use your mask, stay out of sight, and for Mata Nui's sake, if you see Dark Hunters, go for help this time."

"You take all the fun out of constant violence, Lhikan," Nidhiki chuckled, already fading into the shadows.

Toa Nidhiki wandered through the broad avenues of Ga-Metru, past temples and schools and canals. Of all the Metru in the city, this was his least favorite. It just seemed so clean and orderly. He got the feeling that if a little water sloshed onto the street, they would call out half a dozen Vahki patrols and declare a metru-wide emergency.

He had long ago shut down his Mask of Stealth, which allowed him to travel in a ghostlike from, barely visible and completely silent. As effective as the mask was, he found it disconcerting not to be able to hear his own footsteps. Lhikan would have called his action "taking an unnecessary risk." But Nidhiki seriously doubted that any Dark Hunter would be caught dead in the picture-perfect, sky-blue, oh-so-proper pit of a metru.

Something scuttled through the shadows to his right. He jumped a little at the sight of a Chute Spider heading off on its night hunt. It was something he would never admit to his brother Toa, but Nidhiki had always had a morbid disgust of chute spiders, Nui Jaga, Nui Rama ... really anything insectoid. Were it up to him, Metru Nui would have been purged of multilegged crawling things a long time ago.

Nidhiki waited until the spider was well out of sight before moving on, a little more cautiously than before. It was only that extra bit of wariness that allowed him to spot the figure that flitted from shadow to shadow. It was the first time he had ever seen anyone who seemed as at home in the shadows as he did. Intrigued, he followed.

Two things rapidly became apparent. The first was that his quarry wasn't a Toa – she wore no Kanohi mask and she was much too good at slipping unseen and unheard through the night. Toa, as a general rule, were not very good at sneaking. It went against their image of being proud and very public heroes. Nidhiki was an exception to that rule. Where he came from, Toa struck from the shadows or they did not live very long.

The second was her destination. She was on a direct course southwest toward the Coliseum. Normally, it wouldn't have worried Nidhiki, not with the kind of security around that place. But what if this Dark Hunter was good enough to make it inside, and then do who knows what to Turaga Dume?

Nidhiki stopped, unlimbered his scythe, and aimed for where she would be, not where she was. Then he unleashed a narrow, focused, hurricane-strength blast of wind at his target.

She never turned. She never cried out. She simply leaped aside as if he had soft-tossed a Kodan Ball at her, landed silently, and spun in his direction. Her smile was a challenge.

"I appreciate the little breeze," she said softly. "Hunting is hot work."

"Then maybe you need a little more chilling," he replied. This time he sent elemental air power from both sides of his tool, bracketing her. To his amazement, she did a somersault from a standing start, neatly evading both blasts. Before she had even reached her feet, she had hurled two daggers at him. One whistled past his mask while the other sliced his right shoulder armor as it flew by.

"I guess they don't teach dodging in Toa training," the female Dark Hunter said. "No wonder your city is falling."

Nidhiki glanced from the new gash in his emerald armor to his foe. She had missed on purpose, he was certain. With her aim, if she had wanted to kill him, he would be dead.

"Not my city," he replied. "But a place I am protecting just the same."

"Oh. A matter of honor?"

Nidhiki paused before answering. "Let's say no better offers."

He took his eyes off her for a fraction of a second to ready his scythe. When he looked back up, she was gone, vanished like a wisp of smoke in the night wind. Nidhiki stood completely still, not even breathing, his legs tense and ready to spring. A veteran of a thousand fights, he knew better than to panic. Not knowing where she was, any move he made could be the wrong one. He mentally triggered his mask and disappeared into the shadow.

"Oh, you're good."

Her voice was coming from above. She was perched among the chutes, watching. It was a perfect hiding place – a wind strong enough to dislodge her would bring the chute braced down on his head, while climbing up after her would be nothing short of suicide. 

"I could kill you now, Toa" she continued. "But I've filled my quota today. So I am just going to leave you here and go finish off your precious Turaga. If you're scared of the dark ... well, you probably should be."

Nidhiki kept silent, until another dagger buried itself in the wall behind him.

"Don't stay quiet on my account," the Dark Hunter said. "I already know where you are. I can smell your fear."

The Toa forced himself to relax. He had been in tough spots before and talked his way out of them. This was just one more. "You'll never make it. It's too well guarded."

"Watch me. Unless ... you have a better plan?"

"We're on opposite sides, remember?"

"We don't have to be." Her voice was above and behind him now. He whirled around, but still could not see her. "How many Toa did you start out with? A hundred? Two hundred? And what do you have left, maybe a few dozen? The Dark Hunters have half the city, and we'll soon have the other half. When it's over, you'll be just one more mask in the pile."

The words struck hard. In the months since Turaga Dume had refused the Dark Hunters a base on Metru Nui, countless Toa had fallen. Most were struck down from the shadows, never knowing their enemy was there. Oh, there had been some victories – Nidhiki had routed more than his share of the enemy, and Lhikan was worth six Toa in battle – but they all knew the numbers were against them. It was only a matter of time.

"If you want to die, I will be more than happy to oblige," she added. "But if you want to live ... something might be arranged."

A long moment went by. Then Nidhiki lowered his scythe. A second later, the Dark Hunter known as Lariska dropped to the ground in front of him. She still had her daggers at the ready.

"The Shadowed One – my employer - is always looking for new talent," she said. "Help us capture the Coliseum and you can name your price."

The full impact of what he was to do struck Nidhiki then. If he betrayed the Toa, his name would go down in infamy ... or would it?

''Who's going to tell?'' he asked himself. ''The Toa will all be dead. Matoran? They'll believe whatever they are told to believe. And the Dark Hunters? Right, like anyone's going to listen to them.''

"Metru Nui," he said firmly. "I give you Dume, Lhikan, and the rest, and I get the city to rule. That's my price, take it or leave it."

Lariska grinned. "Actually, I think my choices are take it or kill you where you stand. But I'll let that pass. Meet me here tomorrow night – I'll give you our answer."

The next day lasted for an eternity. Nidhiki spent his time wandering the hall of the Coliseum, imagining himself in control of it all. Now and then, he felt a little twinge of guilt over what he was about to do. But then he reminded himself that it was Dume's fault, and the other Toa's fault, for ever thinking they had a chance against the Dark Hunters.

As the twin suns set, Lhikan approached. "Nidhiki, there you are. There's a boat coming from the south, carrying supplies. I need you to meet it."

"Sure," Nidhiki replied, grateful for an excuse to slip away. " Can't have a siege to the bitter end without supplies, right?"

He left before Lhikan could answer.

"It's a deal," said Lariska. "Tomorrow you lead Lhikan and the Coliseum guard into the Canyon of Unending Whispers in Po-Metru. We'll be scattered in the caves and foothills. Once it's over, I'm to take care of Dume personally ... and the city will be yours, Nidhiki. What do you plan to do with it?"

Nidhiki sat down on a bench and stretched his legs. "Maybe you should stick around, Lariska, and find out."

Nidhiki's news struck the Coliseum like a lightning bolt. The Dark Hunters had established a base camp in a Po-Metru canyon. All their operations were being coordinated from there. One swift strike and the war would be over.

"But we'll need every Toa we can muster," he told Lhikan. "We can't afford to lose this opportunity because we left some behind to guard the Coliseum."

Lhikan looked at Dume. The Turaga nodded. "Nidhiki speaks the truth. We may never have such a chance again."

"All right," said Lhikan. "I'll assemble the guard. We move out at once."

Less than fifteen minutes later, they were on the march, over one hundred Toa with Lhikan and Nidhiki in the lead. Clouds of dust kicked up under their armored feet as they traveled well-worn paths through Po-Metru. Each of them had lost a brother or a sister Toa in this war, and all wanted it to end. But not before they had made the Dark Hunters pay in full for their crimes.

Side by side, they marched into the Canyon of Unending Whispers. The clang of their footsteps echoed again and again. The sun baked the barren rock for as far as the eye could see. A few Rahi flyers swooped and dove in the bright sky. Of a Dark Hunter base camp, there was no sign.

"Where is it?" demanded Lhikan, turning to Nidhiki. "You said the war could end today."

"And so it will," replied the Toa of Air. All around, Dark Hunters rose from their hiding places, weapons leveled at the assembled heroes. "Sorry it had to be this way, brother."

Lhikan shook his head. "Not as half as sad as I am ... and don't call me 'brother' again."

The Toa of Fire's arm shot up. Suddenly, Toa rose up from the tops of the canyon walls, a dozen, a hundred, then two hundred, and still more. They said nothing, merely aimed their tools at the now-surrounded Dark Hunters. The hunters were now the hunted, and they looked to Lariska for guidance. She assessed the odds, then shrugged, dropped her daggers and rose.

"Very neat," she said to Nidhiki. "You had me fooled."

Lhikan shoved Nidhiki toward the Dark Hunter lines. "He didn't deceive you. Though I wish he had."

"How did you know?" the Toa of Air asked his former friend.

"The other night. The boat carrying supplies," Lhikan replied. "You left without asking where it was docking. I went after you to give you the information, and stumbled on your meeting with your deadly new friend."

"And all these new Toa?"

"The 'supplies' we were promised from the south. With Dark Hunter eyes and ears everywhere, Dume and I thought it best not to talk of reinforcements out loud. Once I knew what you were planning, I ordered them here to spring a trap of our own."

"And now what?" asked Lariska. "Do you march us all into the sea?"

The Toa of fire met her gaze, his eyes cold. "A messenger was sent to the Shadowed One before you even reached the canyon. You will be allowed to walk out of here the same way you walked in, provided the Dark Hunters leave Metru Nui and never come back." He turned and pointed to Nidhiki. "Starting with him."

Nidhiki's expression was one of disbelief. "Go with them? But I'm a Toa, Lhikan. I'm your brother in arms!"

Lhikan turned his back on the traitorous Toa of Air. "No. No, you're not. You lost the right to call me 'brother' when you betrayed us all. Get out, Nidhiki – of my sight and of this city. Get out before I kill you."

*

Nidhiki sat on a bench, watching a team of Dark Hunters train. Their mission was to penetrate a heavily defended island and steal a stone known as the Makoki. He didn't know all the details, but apparently the Shadowed One intended to split the rock up into six pieces and thus make six times the profit in ransoming it back.

The Dark Hunter squad was, for the most part, professional and efficient. They made it over and around every obstacle Nidhiki had set up, and effectively eliminated any target dummies that popped up. All of them, that is, except for one big blue brute who lacked any semblance of grace, style, or stealth. After watching him demolish a barrier he was supposed to slip quietly under, Nidhiki had seen enough.

"Krekka!" he snapped. "You just woke up every Toa for kios around. A Toa of Fire has spotted your team and you're about to be the guest of honor at a Dark Hunter bake. What are you going to do?"

The blue Dark Hunter pondered for a very long time. Then he smiled and said brightly, "Smash him?"

"He's up there," Nidhiki said, pointing up to a nonexistent fortress. "You're down here."

Krekka looked up to where his instructor was indicating, but saw nothing. "He's not up there. Did he run away?"

"No, but why don't you?"

"Because I like it here."

Without another word, Nidhiki stalked off. It was time he and the Shadowed One had a talk.

"They're ready." Nidhiki reported. "All of them but the blue fool. Keep him here, send me, and we'll get your rock for you. I promise."

The Shadowed One smiled, but did not look up. "And we all know what your pledges are worth, don't we, 'Toa' Nidhiki?"

Nidhiki restrained himself from saying what came to mind. He had seen how the Shadowed One dealt with insubordination. Instead, he tried a different approach. "I know how Toa think. I know how they will try to defend the stone. I should be going on this mission."

"Your knowledge of your former allies makes you too valuable as a trainer for me to risk losing," said the Shadowed One, not even trying to sound convincing. "Krekka goes. You stay."

Nidhiki felt fury rising in him. In the six months since he had come to the Shadowed One's island, he had done nothing but help prepare other Dark Hunters for missions, wander among the rocks, and stare at the ocean. If there were such a thing as a Toa of Boredom, he would be it. And now to be passed over for that hulking, clumsy mass of muscle – it was too much.

"He's a moron," he said through clenched teeth.

That got the Shadowed One's attention. He locked eyes on Nidhiki and rose to his full height. His voice sounded like ice breaking. "And you're a traitor. You turned your back on your ideals, your friends, your city, all to save your own worthless hide. Why would you ever think I would trust you, Nidhiki?"

The Toa of Air had nothing to say. After all, the Shadowed One was correct. He had turned against everyone who relied on him. The Toa didn't want him, and the Dark Hunters were just using him for his knowledge. He belonged nowhere.

"But ... I am not without appreciation of your talents," the Shadowed One continued. "So perhaps you are right – perhaps you would serve us best in the world beyond this island. I assume you would want only the most dangerous missions?"

Nidhiki smiled, hardly able to believe the Shadowed One had come around to his way of thinking. "Those are the ones with the greatest reward."

"Indeed. Too dangerous for any Dark Hunter to do alone, however. You will need a partner. Fortunately, the very one for the job is waiting outside my chamber."

Nidhiki turned to the door, confident he knew who was about to walk through. He and Lariska had been close companions since the disaster on Metru Nui. There would be no one better to team up with him.

The door opened. Nidhiki started to say her name ... and then the sound dies in his throat.

Standing in the doorway ... in fact, so broad he had cracked the doorway ... was Krekka.

*

"Tell me the plan again."

Krekka started to reply, then stopped, as if the thought in his head had just flown away like a hungry Gukko bird. He looked lost for a moment. Then he suddenly brightened as he remembered what it was Nidhiki asked to hear.

"We get there. I keep quiet and try to look scary. When we find the spot, I smash open the gate. You go inside. I stay outside."

"Why?" asked Nidhiki.

"Because you said so."

"Then what?" This was the fourth time Nidhiki had run Krekka through the plan, start to finish, and he would do it four more times if he had too.

"You smash up the place and then come out. We leave and come back here. You turn the weapons over to the Shadowed One and I keep my mouth shut, and ... and ..."

Nidhiki frowned. "And no one gets hurt."

"Oh, right!" said Krekka. "I always forget that part."

It was a fairly straightforward job. Some Matoran on a nearby island had developed a new kind of launcher. Nobody knew just what it was meant to fire, but the Shadowed One wanted it anyway. Supposedly, there were only a few models in existence. Once they were stolen, and the equipment used to create them smashed to bits, it would be a while before any more could be built.

There were problems, of course. There was a Toa on the island, but Lariska had agreed to go ahead and set up a diversion. The Matoran posted guards around their village but did not cover one access point, which involved a climb up a sheer cliff. They assumed no one could get up that way.

They had never met Krekka.

The big blue Dark Hunter slammed his fist into the side of the cliff, creating an instant handhold. He began to climb, punching holes in the rock as he did so. Nidhiki came up after him. They were halfway up when Nidhiki realized something was very wrong. 

"Wait a minute, Krekka," he said. "I thought Lariska said you could fly?"

Krekka responded with his usual look of puzzlement. The he nodded vigorously. "Oh, that's right. Forgot."

''If I pushed him right off this cliff, no one would ever know,'' Nidhiki grumbled to himself. ''And I would too, except the Shadowed One said I'm responsible for his well-being.''

Krekka walked quickly to the door of the armory and smashed it down with one swing. Then he obediently stopped, turned around, and allowed Nidhiki to get in alone.

The launchers were easy to find. There were three of them, but Nidhiki grabbed only one for transport back the Shadowed One's island. Then he dug a hole in the rocky floor of the building and placed the other two inside. No one would ever think to look for stolen goods in the very place from which they were stolen – and now that Nidhiki knew where they were, he could come back and grab them anytime. After all, he might have a use for them someday that the Shadowed One would not approve of.

He was just beginning to fill the hole when the shadow of Krekka fell on him. "What are you doing?" asked the big Dark Hunter.

"I told you to stay outside!"

"I just remembered, Shadowed One said I have to stay with you all the time on a job." Krekka answered. "What are you doing, Nidhiki?"

"What does it look like I'm doing? Listen, Krekka, we'll bring one back to the Shadowed One, and then we'll keep the other two for us. Wouldn't you like a new toy to play with?"

Krekka shook his head. "Shadowed One says everything goes back to him. Nothing gets left."

"Krekka – "

"Shadowed One says no!" Krekka said, slamming his fist into the wall. The whole building shook as it might come down on top of them. Worse, the volume of his voice was attracting Matoran attention. Nidhiki could hear guards coming this way. He had been told to make sure the Dark Hunters' involvement in this theft was kept secret, and that was now in jeopardy.

"All right," said Nidhiki, gathering up the three launchers and wishing he could use them on Krekka. "But just because you asked so nicely."

*

Nidhiki first spotted the stranger walking through the stone courtyard of the Shadowed One's fortress. Tall, powerful, with jet-black armor, she moved like a serpent, her eyes darting from left to right. She was new, and anything new on the island was always of interest to him.

"I wouldn't," said Lariska. She had appeared beside him without him ever being aware she was near. "She's trouble."

"What kind?"

"She wants Dark Hunter training, and she's willing to pay. But she's not joining. Says she has plans of her own. So the Shadowed One is giving her a few hours to change her mind, then she's being sent back where she came from."

"And she needs our skill – so her plans involve theft, murder, and betrayal," Nidhiki muttered. "Sounds like my kind of evening."

Before Lariska could stop him, he was on his way to greet the new arrival.

"Get out of my way."

Nidhiki didn't move. He had found out the newcomer's name was Roodaka, but precious little else about her. Still, he could make a few educated guesses and the best way to confirm them was face-to-face. ''If you can call what she's got a "face"'', he noted.

"Just trying to make you feel welcome," he said lightly. "This is a very friendly island we have here – heavily defended, home to several hundred killers, and unfailingly lethal to trespassers ... but friendly."

Roodaka started to push past him. "I have no need of friends."

Nidhiki blocked her again. "Then how about a business partner? Listen – I've been stuck on this rock for over a year now. The only time I get off is when they send me on some errand, with a drooling fool. I want out of here."

"And this concerns me how?"

"You're looking to get hired on by someone, or you're already working for them," Nidhiki replied. "Someone who needs beings with my kind of talent. Introduce me. If I get in, I'll see you're rewarded."

Roodaka nodded. When she spoke again, it was in a conspirational tone. "And what of the Shadowed One and the other Dark Hunters?"

Nidhiki shrugged. "They will keep doing what they do. I was meant for bigger things. I was – I am – a Toa. I should be running puny islands like this, not working on them." The tall ebony figure smiled. "I think we can do business together. Meet me at the dock in full darkness. We will conclude our arrangement then."

Midnight found Nidhiki standing by the water's edge. The island was silent, much like Metru Nui had been a year before, the night he met Lariska. He hadn't told her about his meeting with Roodaka or his plans to leave the island. She wouldn't have understood. She was a Dark Hunter, by profession and by nature. The notion that in some part of his heart he still saw himself as a Toa would have been laughable to her.

''She was too short-sighted,'' he decided. ''Her horizon stopped on the borders of the island.'' He still had the lean, powerful look of a Toa. He still had a Toa's powers. All he would have to do would be to find some island where they never heard of Lhikan or Dume or Metru Nui, and the population would line up to welcome him. Anything he wanted would be his, and maybe ... maybe he might even be a hero again.

''After all, I look the part,'' he reminded himself. ''Of course, that won't matter if Roodaka doesn't show up soon.''

He stared out at the ocean, wondering about his past and his future. He remembered the first time he saw Metru Nui. It was the day he and a handful of other Toa arrived in answer to a summons to help fight the Kanohi dragon. They were strangers to each other, but brothers just the same – they all shared the responsibilities and the risks of being Toa. It was a special bond, nothing like what the Dark Hunters shared. And, to Nidhiki's surprise and dismay, he found he missed it. Sure, maybe they weren't really his friends ... maybe they were too quick to turn on him, instead of trying to understand why he did what he did ... maybe they couldn't see past their jealousy and resentment of the only Toa smart enough to look out for himself.

''If it weren't for me, the war would still be going on,'' he reminded himself. ''The Shadowed One would be sitting in the Coliseum right now. But do I get gratitude? No, I get exiled. Well, I'll find a place where they need a Toa, and aren't too particular about that kind. And if Lhikan or one of those Metru Nui heroes tries to take it away from me, I'll make them regret the day they put on a Kanohi. All I need is for Roodaka to help me get what I deserve ...''

Rhotuka spinners, being pure energy, make very little noise when they fly. Even if the one Roodaka launched had, Nidhiki would never have heard it over the noise of his own thoughts. All he knew was the black pain when it struck, the world spinning in front of his eyes, the bizarre sensation of his muscles shifting, altering, becoming something alien.

It lasted for six seconds. To Nidhiki, it lasted for an eternity. When it was over at last, he walked ... no, he wasn't walking, at least not like before ... to the water"s edge. All he could see were the dark waves.

"Let us help." The voice belonged to the Shadowed One. A moment later, the entire beach was bathed in torch light. And now Nidhiki could see his reflection in the water.

He screamed for a very long time.

Roodaka watched with amusement as Nidhiki tried to master his new body. He was stumbling about on the sand, trying to move like a Toa but a prisoner of the monstrous form her mutation spinner had given him. She turned to the Shadowed One.

"Can I assume I have purchased my training?" She asked.

"Most definitely," the Shadowed One replied. He thought again how amazing her powers seemed to be. Nidhiki's head and arms had changed their shape. Most grotesque of all, his lower body now resembled that of a huge, four-legged insect. The sight was too much even for some of the assembled Dark Hunters. Lariska had already fled back to the fortress.

"You really should have known," the Shadowed One said to Nidhiki. "Roodaka wanted something from me. She attempted to use the report of your conversation to buy it, but I insisted on more. If you were still deluding yourself that you could go back to being a Toa, that you could wash the stain of treachery off your spirit that easily, I was going to strip that dream from you once and for all." The Shadowed One laughed, a harsh and grating sound. "You are a monster, Nidhiki. Matoran seeing you would run screaming. You will never be cheered, never be admired, never be hailed as a savior by the crowds. What are you now? A Toa of Nightmares? A hero, Nidhiki, or a horror? No, I think you will find your place is now, and forevermore, with the Dark Hunters. For who else would have you?"

Nidhiki's eyes blazed with hatred. The Shadowed One paid no heed. Instead, he simply smiled and put a hand on the ex-Toa's shoulder.

"It's ironic, in a way," said the leader of the Dark Hunters. "Your friend Lhikan could have ended your misery back on Metru Nui, but he chose not to. No doubt he thought he was doing you a favor when he allowed you to leave, unharmed, with us." The Shadowed One turned and walked away, saying, "Someday, you really should thank him properly."

One by one, Roodaka and the others departed. No one spoke of a word of mourning for the Toa who had just died ... and no one spoke a word of welcome for the Dark Hunter that had just been born.

Corruption of the Makuta

After hearing from the Mask of Light being created in Artakha, the Brotherhood of Makuta launched a strike force, led by Makuta Kojol, to steal it. Despite orders to make it a small operation, Kojol unleashed an army of Rahkshi, Exo-Toa, and Visorak upon the island. When the Visorak attempted to secure the beach, two Crystal Serpents destroyed them all with concentrated solar rays. 

Kojol pulled back his ships, and sent a wave of Rahkshi, who climbed over treacherous terrain. Although at first successful, they too fell to the power of the island's defenders. By that time, though, the Exo-Toa had been deployed and defeated all opposition. Kojol then entered the fortress to take the Avohkii.  Despite the various traps and raging blizzards controlled by Artakha, he managed to escape with the mask.

Shortly after the battle was over, all of the Rahkshi involved in the battle were mysteriously killed on a mission. Then, the Exo-Toa disappeared in the middle of the night. Finally, while visiting Xia, Kojol's armor was destroyed by a Protosteel eating virus.  His essence was then destroyed in a furnace. All of the deaths were carried out by Order of Mata Nui Member Tobduk as he eliminated all beings who knew the location of the island of Artakha by request of Artakha himself.

Many years later, the Makuta decided to hire Toa as bodyguards for themselves. Toa were collected from all over the universe to protect a Makuta. Six of these Toa became Toa Hagah, the guardians of Makuta Teridax. The individual members of Teridax's Toa Hagah had been active as Toa for some time before they were recruited into the team. They were selected by the Brotherhood of Makuta from pre-existing Toa teams from various areas of the Matoran Universe based on the merit of their individual accomplishments, and were bestowed with armor made of precious metals to differentiate them as elite Toa. As a badge of honor, they were given Kanohi in the shape of masks worn by previous heroes by the members of their former teams.

For several centuries, the Toa Hagah performed their duty of protecting Teridax and the other Makuta, dealing with such threats as a Hoto Bug invasion. 

At some point, Norik, the leader of the Toa Hagah, discovered the dark secrets of the Makuta of Metru Nui, Teridax, and his Brotherhood. Firstly, they had stolen the Kanohi Avohkii, the Great Mask of Light, from its makers in the realm of Artakha. Secondly, they had been secretly enslaving Matoran, the people that Makuta had sworn to protect.

Desiring justice, the Toa mounted an attack on a Brotherhood base. This raid went very well as the Toa successfully infiltrated the fortress, stole the Avohkii back from the Brotherhood and retrieved the Makoki Stone before making their escape.

After this victory, Norik allowed his team to grow overconfident, which was one of the only mistakes he ever made during his time as leader of the Toa. Meanwhile, believing that his team spent too much time on relatively insignificant threats, Toa Iruini quit the team.

The Toa's overconfidence blinded them to the fact that Teridax, though set back by the betrayal of his bodyguards and the loss of the Mask of Light, was still a clear and present danger. Four of the Toa - a Toa of Water named Gaaki, a Toa of Earth named Bomonga, a Toa of Stone named Pouks, and a Toa of Ice named Kualus - were ambushed and captured by two of Teridax's lieutenants, Sidorak and Roodaka. Norik, who was not with his team during the ambush, tracked down Iruini, and the two forged a temporary alliance to rescue their teammates.

Returning to the Brotherhood fortress, the Toa were challenged by the Brotherhood's full array of military might: Visorak spiders, Exo-Toa suits of armor, Dark Hunter mercenaries, and even Teridax himself. The two Toa Hagah destroyed most of the Exo-Toa, drove off the Hunters, and even forced Teridax to retreat from the battlefield. However, they were still outnumbered. 

“Well, this worked out well”, Iruini said while several exo-missles flew over the two Toa.

“I know. I’m thinking”, Norik responded.

An explosion shook the ground. “Can you think faster?” Iruini asked.

“Go! Take the bag, find the others, and get as far away from here as you can!” Norik ordered, unleashing fire on a Visorak. “Hurry! My lava may slow down these things, but it won’t stop them.”

However, Iruini was confronted by Krekka, a Dark Hunter. “You took shiny mask! Give it back!” Krekka growled.

“Think I will be busy for the next few minutes...” Iruini told Norik, preparing for battle. “Are you always this annoying?” he added to Krekka while hurling him over himself.

Norik was about to be overwhelmed by the Visorak. “When you’re quite through playing ‘dump’ the Dark Hunter’, Iruini...”

“Be right – URK – there!” Iruini shouted. Krekka had got a hold on him and was now strangling the Toa of Air. He managed to get away from Krekka’s grip and somersaulted behind Krekka, defeating him by using his own weight to send him plowing into the Visorak that were overwhelming Norik while shouting “Look out! Dumb stuff, coming through!” The enemy forces left, but one Suukorak was left behind. Norik spoke harshly to the spider: “You’re going to help us find a safe way outof here, right? Because I really hate the smell of baked Visorak.”

*

While walking, guided by the Suukorak, Iruini started to speak: “Still no sign of Gaaki, Pouks, Kualus or Bomonga...” Looking into their bag and the Avohkii in it, he questioned the wisdom of taking it with them. “I know you fire types like good mask work, but is this thing really worth all this?” Norik answered: “You know it is. You were there.” He then remembered how they found out about the betrayal of the Makuta.

After a while, Iruini spotted Nidhiki and some Visorak ahead. “Hold it! Look over there!” The two Toa listened under cover while Nidhiki said: “Four captured Toa to ‘question’ – how delicious.” upon hearing this, Norik and Iruini bound the Suukorak guide and trailed Nidhiki. “I don’t suppose he could be talking about four other Toa?” he asked. Norik answered: “If you believed that, you wouldn’t be here. You tNorik sent Iruini to find their teammates. After concealing the Avohkii, which was in their possession, Iruini teleported to a likely spot, but he did not see four Toa; instead, he saw four shrunken, twisted, Rahkshi-headed creatures, one of whom identified them as his former fellow Toa.

At that moment, Roodaka appeared and trapped Iruini, coining the name "Rahaga" as a pun on "Rahkshi" and "Hagah". Her gloating was interrupted by the sudden arrival of Norik, who had used his Pehkui to sneak into the camp. Iruini opened the Rahaga's cage and let his former teammates out; the two remaining Toa Hagah then turned on Roodaka, who simply summoned an army of Visorak to her aid. Recalling a strategy that had once worked against some Frostelus, Norik and Iruini created a cyclone of molten lava, distracting the Visorak long enough for the two to make their escape. What not even the cyclone could stop, however, were two of Roodaka's mutation Rhotuka spinners, which quickly overtook the battle-weary Toa and mutated them into Rahaga as well. Roodaka called off the Visorak pursuit, believing that the Rahaga were no longer a threat and confident that they were doomed to spend their lives as outcasts from the very society they were supposed to protect.

However, Roodaka's assumption was wrong: the Rahaga successfully recovered the Avohkii and the Makoki Stone and fled to Metru Nui, taking refuge in the Archives. 

Protection

Makuta Teridax used tunnels in the Great Barrier as labs to experiment with and create different Rahi. Once he found strange worms and captured them for study.

*

The creature slithered, grasping with unseeing feelers on the pale earth, blood-dried stains littered the wall...This was its age, its time of life. Once it had been held by that one, that one of the shadows...it did not fear the one, fear was not in its nature. It was terribly shocked when it found itself in a vat of others like it though. For aeons there had been no other...then their voices cascading down upon him almost seemed to flush him from existence. They yelled and scampered, some shivering in corners and others staring into the abyss as all hope was lost. There was no desire hidden, as these creatures, the one it was part of, all shared a single mind. And in that mind, they formed a plan.

Makuta's work was only partly finished. These strange worms he had discovered had an odd feel about them...he was reminded of his Kraata when he took a glance into the vat where hundreds of them stewed. They were different, of course, longer, with much more developed legs and they were not under his control. He had wondered about them, finding no reference anywhere, by Matoran or Dark Hunter, of their existence. They seemed to have no defence, but caked the walls wherever he went, so he was sure some other must have seen them. Obviously, that other had never returned to tell the tale. It was only when he spun around with a vat of sizzling Protodermis that he found something most peculiar. The containment tub was empty.

Where had they gone?

The creature's plan was a simple one. Together, they could form a chain over the lip of the holding pen, and out they would go. The ones on the bottom would crawl over its brethren, and then slink away to the corners. The others soon made it out, and they stayed together with their new found companions. They feared recapture, but Makuta had been right about them, except for the exciting method of smothering their prey under their collective mass, they had no defence. That was when one's memories played back, and so all the things knew at once what was to be done.

Makuta had strolled his caverns, travelling into even the deepest of the Mangaia to seek the little creatures he had lost. Being outwitted was not something he was used to. He didn't like it...not at all.

It was a simple sort of shock to find the Bohrok's nest shattered, and when Makuta found it he acertained that these creatures had a great will. Using their mass together once more he assumed, they had to have broken into the pods. He wasn't quite sure what the robotic, insect-like power houses could be used for...but he reminsced that the things hadn't been too far bigger then those Krana that usually stationed themselves in the headplate....he smiled, his darkened skull twisting in that unfamiliar expression. These things were smart when they got together!

Getting used to the shell was hard for the creatures. They were squished out of shape by the confined space of the headplate, and interfacing with the network that controlled movement was no easy feat...but by trial and error, along with the collective mind that made no mistake twice, they found the way. They traversed the hallways, searching out victims with their new found power...yes, they had been weak once, but soon they would be strong....VERY strong....

*

Later, continuing to enact his grand plan, Teridax imprisoned Turaga Dume, and impersonated him. He brought a Rahi, a Nivawk, to help him spy on the city. Teridax gradually called all the Toa away to secure sea gates, and had them killed by hired Dark Hunters: Nidhiki, Krekka, and Eliminator. They helped him in many other roles as well. Eventually, only Toa Lhikan remained and started growing suspicious about “Dume”. Before Teridax could be exposed, however, he infected the Great Spirit with a virus, gradually rendering the Great Spirit comatose. He then tried to create a plant monster, Karzahni, but it turned out to be too willful and independent so he shunned it and created the Morbuzakh. He later planted it in the Great Furnace of Ta-Metru.

Legends of Metru Nui

After many long years of guarding the ancient city of Metru Nui alone, Lhikan made a crucial decision to steal the six Toa Stones from the Great Temple of Ga-Metru. The action would bring about the creation of six new Toa to bring him aid in the struggle against the creeping darkness threatening the city.

Toa Lhikan, guardian of the city of Metru Nui, stood in the semi-darkness of the Great Temple. He had come here many times in the past to remember what had gone before and reflect on the future. This had always been a place that had soothed his spirit. But not today.

The errand thst had brought him to one of the most revered sites in Metru Nui was one that filled him with sadness and doubt. Many a night he had wondered if there might be some other way, but no other answer presented itself. Finally, he admitted that he had no choice. It had to be done, and done now, before it was too late.

Grimly, Lhikan pried open the suva. Then he reached in and took the sixth and last Toa stone off its pedestal.

As he had done five times before, Toa Lhikan placed the stone on a thin sheet of metallic protodermis in his open palm. Then he clenched his fist, wrapping the sheet tightly around the stone.

Behind his yellow Great Mask of Shielding, Lhikan’s eyes narrowed. He knew that he was doing far more than taking valuable objects of power. He was taking a step that would change his life, the lives of six others, and the very future of Metru Nui.

He held his other hand over his closed fist and concentated. Six streams of energy came from his hand, then merged into a single white lance of power. It flowed over the wrapped Toa stone, then adruptly came to a stop. When Lhikan opened his fist, he saw that the metallic sheet was now sealed around the stone. Imprinted upon it was the symbol of the three virtues of the Matoran: Unity, Duty and Destiny.

Lhikan heard a soft sound behind him and turned quickly. Approaching from out of the darkness were two figures, one a four-legged insectoid being, the other a hulking brute. Lhikan knew all too weel who they were and why they were here. He was already moving as the insectoid began hurling energy blasts.

Fleeing was against Lhikan’s nature, but he had been a Toa long enough to know it did not pay to challenge impossible odds. He ran, dodging as the two Dark Hunters attempted to snare him in energy webs. As they closed in, the Toa of Fire leaped through a window and plunged into space.

The insectoid Dark Hunter rushed to the window to watch his enemy fall. Instead, he saw Lhikan combine his tools to form a glider board. Seconds later, the Toa was lost from view.

*

Nokama stood near the Great Temple, surrounded by her students. As a teacher, she knew it was important to get her class out of the classroom now and then, and let them see some of Metru Nui’s history for themselves. Using her trident, she pointed out some of the ancient carvings on the walls of the temple.

Behind her, she could hear her students gasp. She turned to see Toa Lhikan. He approached her, handed her a small package saying: “Lead the others with your wisdom”, and then was gone. Nokama shook her head, wondering what it could all mean.

*

In a Po-Metru assembler’s village, Onewa was hard at work finishing a piece of carving. He had been laboring in the heat all day, but hardly noticed the time or the effort. It was all worth it when the work was done and another fine display of craftsmanship was ready to ship out. He knew that each Po-Matoran crafter in the huts around him felt the same, except perhaps Ahkmou. That one seemed more worried about how many honors he would receive than how much work he finished.

Something landed with a sharp thud on the ground at Onewa’s feet as he heard the words: “Carver, I’m counting on your courage.” It was a small package wrapped in what looked like foil. Onewa looked up just in time to see the departing form of Toa Lhikan.

*

Whenua was content. A new shipment of Bohrok had arrived at the Archives. As soon as he was done cataloging the creatures, they would be ready to go on exhibit for all Matoran to see.

He worked quickly, sorting through the items in a pile of artifacts. Some were slated for immediate exhibit, others would be sent down to the sublevels, and still more were too damaged to be of any use. These would be sent to Ta-Metru to be melted down.

Whenua was so absorbed by his work that he never heard Toa Lhikan’s approach. The Toa paused only long enough to hand the Matoran a small object and say: “Don’t archive it”, then he was gone. Whenua looked in wonder at the package, whose covering glittered even in the dim light of the Archives.

*

Nuju was given his Toa stone while he was observing the stars.

*

Matau took a deep breath. This was his favourite part of the job – testing new vehicles before they hit the streets of Le-Metru. He was, naturally, the best qualified to run them around the test track, being the most highly skilled rider in the entire metru... at least, in his opinion.

Today’s test vehicle was a one-Matoran moto-sled invented by an Onu-Matoran named Nuparu. He claimed it would someday replace the Ussal crabs that carried cargo to and fro in Metru Nui. Matau was less worried about that than about how fast it could go.

When the signal was given, Matau worked the controls and the machine began to move. Soon it was racing around the test track. Matau smiled, certain that he could coax a little more speed out of Nuparu’s machine. He reached out, grabbed one of the controls – and it broke off in his hand.

Matau’s eyes went wide. “Oh, this is not happy-cheer at all”, he thought.

All around him, pieces of the vehicle were flying off as the vehicle spun madly. Finally, only the control seat remained, with Matau hanging on to keep from being to tossed the length of the track. Spark flew as the lone intact section skidded to a halt, while Matau leaped off at the last possible moment.

After he had survived, Lhikan arrived and gave Matau his Toa stone, chuckling: “Don’t break it.”

*

The final Stone was to be given to a Ta-Matoran. At that time, he arrived again in his home Metru of Ta-Metru, and went to Vakama's forge, where he found the lone Matoran attempting to forge a mask. After his attempt failed, Lhikan spoke to the Matoran. He passed on the last Stone and told Vakama that the city would come to require none other than his help from the threat of the Morbuzakh vines.

Lhikan's revelation to Vakama was interrupted when Nidhiki sprung from the shadows of the forge, along with Krekka. Lhikan fought Krekka, but Nidhiki seized Vakama, and held him above a pool of molten Protodermis. To Lhikan's surprise and disgust, Nidhiki spoke to him on a first-man basis, and told the Toa that unless he surrendered quietly, the Matoran would die there. Lhikan consented, and was bound by Krekka. Nidhiki let Vakama fall in spite of the Toa's cooperation, but Lhikan flung his board toward Vakama, sweeping him out of the chamber. The Dark Hunters left with Lhikan. Soon thereafter, Vakama had a vision. A figure spoke to him in the form of Toa Lhikan and alerted Vakama that time was waning rapidly, and that he must act.

*

Kapura walked slowly along the outskirts of the district of Ta-Metru, his eyes scanning the ground. Most of the homes and factories in this part of the metru had been abandoned lately, with the residents moving closer to the heart of the district. It was Kapura’s job to make sure nothing of importance had been left behind.

He paused in front of a massive, blackened building that had once housed a forge. Here, construction tools and other equipment had been cast from molten protodermis before being sent on to Po-Metru for finishing. Now, in the interest of safety, that work had been transferred away from the outskirts by order of the city’s elder, Turaga Dume. Kapura spotted a staff on the ground and bent down to pick it up, only to discover the handle was cracked. He walked on. This was an important task, his fellow workers had told him, and important tasks were best done slowly and carefully.

Had Kapura looked up, he would have seen the skyline of Ta-Metru, “home of the makers”. Cone-shaped factories, scorched by ages of use, stood next to the homes of smiths and crafters. These were the Matoran who molded protodermis, the substance of which everything on Metru Nui was made, into thousands of shapes and forms. A molten river of raw protodermis ran through the center of the district, drawn from below the city and fed into the Great Furnace. From there, it traveled to each factory to be turned into masks, tools, and anything else that might be needed.

Dominating the skyline was the Coliseum, home to Turaga Dume and the tallest building in all of Metru Nui. For as long as anyone could remember, the sight of the Coliseum had brought a feeling of safety and security to Matoran. But now...

Kapura counted slowly as he walked. Six, seven, eight – at least eight of the workers at his factory had vanished lately. Where they disappeared to, and why, no one knew. But there were plenty of rumors.

The Matoran stopped. Something had moved off to the right. It didn’t sound like another Matoran, or even a wild Rahi beast. It was a soft, slithering sound, as if something was dragging itself across the ground. The sound grew louder and seemed to multiply. Kapura felt the urge to run, but his feet would not move.

He forced himself to turn around and look. Four thick, blackened, twisted vines were snaking their way out of cracks in the ground, weaving in the air as if momentarily unsure of what to do. Then they wrapped themselves around the empty factory and began to climb, winding around again and again until they covered the building from top to bottom.

Kapura’s eyes widened as the vines started to squeeze. Solid protodermis crumbled before their strength. The building groaned and cracked, collapsing in on itself in a matter of seconds. As if satisfied, the vines pulled away and began to move toward another structure.

It was then that Kapura found his voice. But he could speak only one word, and that in a horrified whisper: “Morbuzakh.”

*

After Lhikan's disappearance from the populace, Turaga Dume spoke to the Matoran of the island-city through the Telescreens, large structures located throughout the city. He told them of Lhikan's disappearance, and urged them to be vigilant. Following his counsel, Dume himself traveled to Ta-Metru where he visited Vakama, knowing that Lhikan had been in his company before his disappearance. Under the protection of two Zadakh, he spoke to the Matoran. Hastily concealing the Toa Stone, Vakama talked to the Turaga. Dume questioned Vakama as to the status of the mask he had asked Vakama to create. When Vakama admitted that it was still incomplete, Dume suggested that Vakama use purer Disks. After the Turaga took his leave, Vakama decided to travel to the Great Temple, as instructed the map covering the Toa Stone.

With his arrival in the temple of Ga-Metru, Vakama approached the Toa Suva, as he had been instructed. There, Vakama found the other five Matoran Lhikan had met, one of each district. Upon meeting, the proud Matoran soon engaged in a sharp bout of criticism. Struggling to keep the peace between the newly assembled group, Nokama attempted to reconcile the Matoran. With their presence in the Temple, however, the Toa Stones began to glow.

The Matoran fell quiet and approached the Suva dome, where they ceremonially placed the Toa Stones in niches that symbolized the six cities of Metru Nui. After all were placed, a beacon appeared from the center of the circular shrine and took shape into Lhikan's Hau. The Toa's voice echoed through the great chamber, and instructed the Matoran about the time to come. After the holographic image finished its counsel, six tendrils of energy burst from the raised Suva, striking the bodies of the Matoran and imbuing them with Toa Energy. They were transformed, and that day signaled the solemn end of their Matoran lives.

*

In another section of the city, a second Matoran was also thinking about the dreaded Morbuzakh plant. The vines had been appearing on the outskirts of the city for some time, wrecking structures and forcing residents to flee. No one knew where they came from or how to stop them. All that was known was that everyone who challenged the Morbuzakh vanished, never to be seen again.

But this particular Matoran wasn’t worried about the damage the plant was causing. Instead, all his attention was focused on a tablet decorated with a most interesting carving. The picture showed the combined power of six disks defeating a gigantic Morbuzakh root. Disks – called Kanoka in the Matoran language – were a common sight in Metru Nui. The spheres were created in every metru and used primarily for sport, as well as for defense against the wild beasts called Rahi. Disks found to be right purity and power level were forged into Masks of Power. But the disks in the carving could not simply be any old Kanoka, the Matoran knew. These had to be the six Great Disks of legend.

Under the picture of each Great Disk was inscribed the section of the city where it could be found and the name of a Matoran: Nuhrii, Ahkmou, Vhisola, Tehutti, Ehrye and Orkahm.

When he was done examining the carving, the Matoran turned to Nidhiki, the strange, four-legged being who had brought it. “What is it I’m supposed to do?”

“I would think it would be obvious”, hissed Nidhiki from the shadows. “Get the six Great Disks. I don’t care how. Then give them to me and I will take them somewhere... safe.”

The Matoran frowned. “If they truly exist, these are the six most powerful Kanoka disks in Metru Nui. They would be beyond price. What do I get out of this?”

“You will be well paid, Matoran”, Nidhiki replied, smiling in a particularly nasty way. “Plus you get one more benefit, if you’re succesful: I won’t come looking for you.”

“All right, all right. I get the idea. But why is this so important? Even if these Matoran could get their hands on the Great Disks, they wouldn’t dare to try to stop the Morbuzakh themselves.”

“It’s not Matoran we’re worried about”, came the answer. “It’s so-called heroes – Toa Metru. Six Toa Metru.”

With that, Nidhiki was gone. The Matoran watched him go, thinking, “Six Toa Metru? How is that possible?”

*

The six newly-created Toa Metru observed their new forms in awe. They discovered a secret chamber within the Suva, and they chose their Toa Tools. Upon further observation before leaving the Temple, the Toa each also found a Toa Disk, six artifacts imbued with their unique elements. As the Toa began speaking to each other again, Vakama was struck by another vision. He saw from far off the city in ruins, and under a shadow, much to his horror. As Lhikan's voice urged him to save the heart of Metru Nui, he narrowly evaded the six Great Disks that flew from the mist at him. The vision ended, and he related his vision to the other Toa. His words were met with both interest and skepticism. Eventually, the Toa came to an accord, and decided on a plan of action. Vakama told the others that they would need the six Great Disks to utterly destroy the King Root of the Morbuzakh and free the city. He also told them that to obtain these legendary disks, they would need to locate the Matoran who knew of their location, whose names had been revealed to him in the vision. The first counsel of the Toa Metru ended, and they departed for their separate Metru to seek the Matoran of which Vakama's vision spoke.

Search for the Matoran

Nokama

Toa Nokama turned and began walking farther into Ga-Metru. All was quiet. This was traditionally the most peaceful section of Metru Nui, home to scholars and scientists. Often the only sound that could be heard was the rush of the protodermis falls.

Ga-Matoran passed her on the street, looking up with awe and wonder. Some were old friends, but no one seemed to recognize her. When she did stop someone and say hello, the Matoran shied away from her and scurried off.

Nokama frowned. She had never nursed any dreams of becoming a Toa. She enjoyed her life as a teacher in Ga-Metru, gaining new wisdom each day and passing it on to others. Her happiest moments had been spent in a classroom or showing her students the ancient carvings at the protodermis fountains. Now that she was a “hero”, she was starting to realize what a lonely role it could be.

“At least my first task will not be a hard one”, she thought. “Vhisola will gladly help me.” As she walked along the canals past the beautiful temples of Ga-Metru, she remembered when she had first met her friend. Vhisola had been a student in one of Nokama’s classes. The Ga-Matoran had been eager to learn, almost too eager. In her enthusiasm, she always seemed to make some mistake or other. Then she would get flustered and make another and another, until her project was a mess.

Eventually, Nokama realized that if she spent extra time with Vhisola, the Matoran did better work. They became friends and still were, even if sometimes it was a storym friendship. The more time they spent together, the more time Vhisola wanted to spend. If Nokama said she was too busy to practice Akilini or explore the canals that day, Vhisola would sulk.

Their last argument had been a bad one, but Nokama was certain they had patched things up. Certainly Vhisola would not hesitate to help if she knew the fate of the city depended upon it.

Nokama rapped on the door of Vhisola’s small home. No one answered. When she rapped again, one of the neighbours emerged and said, “Who are you?”

“I’m –“ Nokama began, then hesitated. If she gave her name, she would probably have to give a long explanation of why she was no longer a Matoran. Instead, she replied, “I’m the Toa of Water. Have you seen Vhisola?”

“A Toa? Here?” said the Ga-Matoran excitedly. “I know of Toa Lhikan, of course, but I have never met a Toa up close. Where did you come from? Are you here to stay?”

“Please, just answer my question. Have you seen Vhisola today?”

The Ga-Matoran shook her head. “No, not lately. Is she in some trouble?”

“I hope not”, Nokama said. She tried the door, but it was locked. Still, she was now a Toa, and much stronger than before. A little bit of force and the door flew open.

Although they had known each other a long time, Nokama had never been inside Vhisola’s home. Now she saw why. Every inch of the walls was covered with carvings of Nokama, records of her achievements, copies of awards she had won. There was nothing in the room to say that Vhisola even lived there.

Once the shock had passed, Nokama began to look around for any sign of where Vhisola might have gone. Her eye was caught by lights flashing on a table. Coming closer, she saw that the lights were part of a map of Ga-Metru. Certain sections lit up, flashed for an instant, then went dark again. With no better idea, Nokama moved her hand from section to section as they lit, hoping to find a pattern.

There was a sound of stone grinding against stone. Then the center of the map opened up and a tablet rose from inside the table. Nokama picked it up and saw it was Vhisola’s journal. She almost put it back – then she remembered the real fear in Vakama’s face when he spoke of his visions. If Metru Nui was in danger, Nokama could not afford to ignore any possible clue.

She scanned the last few entries and found nothing of note. But the last left her numb with fear. It read: “At first, I couldn’t believe it when I heard Nokama was a Toa. Now that she is a hero, she will never have any time for me. I’ve spent so much time practicing my Akilini and trying to do better schoolwork, all to impress her... and now she will just want to spend time with her new Toa friends. Well, I’ll show her. Once I get my hands on that Great Disk, I’ll be the one people have to look up to. She will be the one they ignore!”

“She knows I’m a Toa? How...? Oh, Vhisola”, Nokama said to herself. “I never meant to ignore you. You don’t know the danger you could be in.”

There was no time to worry or regret. There were only two other places Vhisola spent time at, the school and the Akilini practise field. There was no practise scheduled for today, so maybe she was in class. If she wasn’t, it might already be too late.

Nokama turned to leave, then stopped. Out the window, she could see the familiar, spiderlike shapes of Vahki moving down the avenue. They enforced the law and kept order in Metru Nui, but even so, the sight of them had always filled Nokama with an unnamed dread. Vhisola’s neighbor was talking to the squad leader.

“Maybe she sent for them”, Nokama thought. “Maybe she doesn’t believe I am a Toa – especially since I can hardly believe it myself.”

The Vahki would want to bring her to Turaga Dume for questioning, and there was no time for that. She would have to get away from them.

Outside the house, the Ga-Matoran neighbor was doing her best to make the Vahki understand. “She said she was a Toa. Well, how do I know that’s what she is? Maybe it’s some trick of the Morbuzakh. Anyway, I know my duty, so I sent for you.”

The Vahki nodded and signaled to the others in its squad to surround the house. Once certain that its stun staff was fully charged, it headed for Vhisola’s home.

Nokama chose that moment to burst out of the door. Before the Vahki could react, she rushed past them and dove into the protodermis canal. Extending her hydro blades in front of her, she knifed through the liquid. The Vahki wasted no time in pursuing, taking to the sky to follow her course.

No Matoran could hope to outdistance a Vahki, but a Toa was another matter. Her Toa tools gave her an edge in speed, though she knew it would not be enough. She would have to rely on her most powerful advantage – her knowledge of Ga-Metru.

Up ahead, the canal contuned towar the Great Temple, but there was a narrow branch to the left that fed protodermis into a central reservoir. Nokama glanced over her shoulder. The Vahki were temporarily out of sight. She whipped around the corner and down the feeder branch, plunging into the reservoir far below.

Nokama dove deep into the cool protodermis, then kicked hard and broke the surface. The reservoir was a huge, circular chamber, lit by lightstones embedded in the ceiling. Every sound echoed and re-echoed in the chamber, from the lapping of the waves to Nokama’s breathing. But the one sound she did not hear was Vahki up above.

Satisfied that they had given up, Nokama dove down to the bottom of the tank and swam into another feeder branch. “The other Toa have probably already found their Matoran”, she thought. “How they will laugh when they hear of the difficulty I had!”

Vhisola’s classes were held in one of the many ornate domes that dotted Ga-Metru. Her instructor was little help but did suggest that perhaps the Matoran had closeted herself in the lab to finish some overdue work.

It was only a short walk to the lab, but for some reason Nokama felt she had to run. The sight of the door blown off its hinges told her she was already too late. The inside of the lab looked worse. Furniture was overturned, tablets scattered and smashed as if a windstorm had torn through the place. A lab worker, Nireta, was doing her best to straighten up when Nokama entered.

“What happened here?”

The Matoran jumped. “Don’t do that! You startled me! I thought that... thing had come back here again.”

“I’m sorry”, Nokama said, realizing that her new appearance probably was a bit intimidating. “What ‘thing’ are you talking about?”

“I don’t know. Four legs, some kind of claw tool – ripped the place apart. He stole all of Vhisola’s research notes, all except one.” The Matoran pointed to a shattered tablet on the ground. Nokama knelt down and began sifting through the fragments, matching the carvings on them together like a puzzle. When she was done, there was an image of a huge Morbuzakh root and six Great Disks bringing it down. Beneath each disk was written the Metru it came from and a three-digit code.

“Vakama was right! There is a connection between the Great Disks and the Morbuzakh. But why would anyone want to stop us from ending that threat?”

Then she caught sight of something else, half hidden by an overturned bench. It was a map of the Le-Metru chute system, stamped with the name Orkahm. “What would this be doing here?” Nokama wondered.

She looked up at the lab worker, who was watching her intently. “The rest of her notes – have you seen them?”

“Hey, I just take care of the lab. I never –“

Nokama rose to her full height. Looking down on the Matoran, she repeated slowly: “Have you seen them?”

The Matoran’s gaze dropped to the floor. “All right. She showed them to me once. Said something about a Great Disk making her somebody. Her notes were all about the Morbuzakh, but they didn’t make any sense to me. She made copies of everything and said she was taking them home.”

“For the sake of Ga-Metru and the whole city, I hope they are still there”, said Nokama. 

She returned to Vhisola’s home through the canals. As she feared, there was still a Vahki patrolling the area. Reasoning with it would be a waste of time. Vahki didn’t listen. They were trained to see movement and to react. She needed a distraction.

“Well, I am supposed to be the Toa of Water”, she said to herself. “Let us see if that is only a name.”

It was the hardest thing Nokama had ever attempted. Extending her twin tools, she strained to draw moisture from the air. At one point, she thought sure she would black out and drift away on the canal. But finally, she could feel one of the most powerful of elements coming under her control. Two narrow streams of water were all she could manage at first, but they were enough. She targeted a bit of ornamentation on a house down the avenue. The water struck head-on, knocking it from its perch with a resounding crash. The Vahki paused, turned and moved off to investigate.

Nokama bolted for the house. Inside, she searched frantically for any possible hiding place. The four-legged creature had obviously not been here, unless he had suddenly grown neater. But where had Vhisola hidden the notes? What would be the one place that would be special to her?

Then her eyes settled on the largest picture of herself. Nokama almost dreaded being proven right, but she was – behind the picture was a safe with three dials. There was no time to try to guess the combination. It had to be one of the codes that had been on the tablet, or her search would end in failure. At first, she considered using the Ga-Metru code, but that almost seemed too obvious. She tried the Ta-Metru code, the Onu-Metru code, the Po-Metru code, and the others, all to no end. But when she spun the dial to the three digits of the Ga-Metru code, the door swung open. Inside was a pile of tablets, all with Vhisola’s distinctive carvings on them. Nokama glanced at each one until she found the crucial piece of information. It was a carving of the Great Temple with a powerful disk pictured beside it. It had been there all the time!

“Vhisola must have gone there to retrieve the Great Disk”, thought Nokama. “But if she doesn’t know about that four-legged monster...”

Nokama turned and raced out of the house. She didn’t even worry that the Vahki might pursue her again. “Let it follow me! I could use the help!”

As she sped through the canals heading for the Great Temple, Nokama remembered one of her first conversations with Vhisola. “Everyone has a special talent”, she had told the Matoran. “You simply have to discover the one that is yours.” Now that she knew Vhisola’s plan had been to take the Great Disk for herself and use it for personal gain, she wondered if the Matoran’s “special talent” was deception.

She emerged from the canals near the temple but was stopped short by the sight of a crowd of Matoran some distance away. They were craning their necks to look up at one of the tall buildings, pointing and shouting. Nokama rushed over to them. “What is it? What’s happening?”

“It’s Vhisola!” one shouted. “On top of that building! She’s going to fall!”

The Toa of Water looked up. There was Vhisola, teetering on the edge of a roof. The Matoran wasn’t going to be able to maintain her balance for long. Nokama felt helpless. She wasn’t a climber, she could never scale the building in time.

She turned and leaped into the canal, extending her hydro blades in front of her. Her momentum carried her forward, skiing across the surface of the canal. Just before reaching a brisge, Nokama dove beneath the surface. She sped through the winding protodermis pipe, down a grade, and back up at incredible velocity. Powered by her fear for Vhisola’s life, she flew out of the end of the pipe and soared high into the air, angling her body so she would land on the same roof as the Matoran.

Vhisola saw her coming, rocked a little and started to fall. Nokama swooped down, caught the Matoran with one arm and the edge of the roof with the other and hauled them both to safety. If she expected gratitude, she was disappointed. “You”, said Vhisola. “I knew it would be you. Now that you’re a Toa Metru, you’ll just cast an even longer shadow over me.”

“Vhisola, whatever you think, we can deal with it later. I need that Great Disk!”

“Everyone wants my disk”, said Vhisola. “Some four-legged thing – not a Rahi, I don’t know what it was – chased me through the streets. I had to hide up here to get away from him. I never should have paid attention to that note.”

“What note?”

Vhisola produced two small tablets. On the first was a jumble of Matoran numbers, on the second a code key. “Here. Let’s see if you can decode it faster than I did.”

It took Nokama a few long moments, but finally she was able to read the message. It said: “Beware. The Toa serve the Morbuzakh. They must not find the Great Disks. Meet me at the protodermis falls with your disk and I will keep it safe. Ahkmou.”

Nokama suddenly felt very cold. “Come on, Vhisola. We need to have a long talk with some friends of mine.”

Vakama

Ask a Ga-Matoran or a Ko-Matoran, and they would say Ta-Metru was the harshest, least hospitable spot in all of Metru Nui. The searing heat of the forges and the Great Furnace, the heavy smell of molten protodermis, the constant sound of crafters hammering away – to Matoran from the quieter districts, Ta-Metru was a nightmare.

Vakama, Toa of Fire, would have agreed with that opinion right now, if he’d had a moment to think. Instead, he was diving and rolling to avoid white-hot protodermis flowing from a vat high above. An accidental overflow or leak was always bad news, but in this case, it was far worse than that. Vakama glanced up. Yes, the Morbuzakh vines were still there, trying hard to rip the protodermis vat off its chain and hurl it to the ground. If they succeeded, there might not be much left of this section of Ta-Metru.

The Toa’s mind raced. Morbuzakh vines had never been this far inside a Metru. Protodermis vats on their way to a forge should never stall long enough for anything to grab hold of them. But both had happened, and just when Vakama arrived in search of a missing mask maker. Ta-Matoran workers were running for cover. But if enough hot protodermis hit the ground, there would be no place to hide. It would burn through anything in its path unless Vakama found a way to stop it.

“Right. Sounds easy”, thought the new Toa Metru. “Only how do I do it? I can’t keep ducking and dodging. The vat is too high up to reach by climbing. Not that the Morbuzakh will let me get close enough anyway. Unless...”

Matau had made fun of his choice of a disk launcher for a Toa tool. But right now, Vakama felt like it was the wisest decision he had ever made. He looked at the three-digit code on one of his disks. The first digit identified where it was made, the second its power, the third its power level. This was a level 5 freeze disk. Better still, the disk had been made in Ko-Metru, which meant it carried an extra surprise for the Morbuzakh vines.

Vakama rolled, came up in a crouch, aimed, and let the disk fly. As he expected, the Morbuzakh vines reacted instantly, swiping at the spinning object. But Ko-Metru disks were made to swerve at high speed to avoid any obstacle. The Morbuzakh grasped only empty air as the disk flew onto its target. Impact! The disk hit the gears above the vat head on, freezing them solid and stopping the tilt. The vines snaked back up to the vat but recoiled violently when they touched the ice.

Vakama took the hint. He launched another disk at one of the vines. When it struck, veins of frost began to travel the length of the blackened tendril. The other vines writhed frantically in the air, then all of them retreated back through a crack in the ground. The Toa Metru of Fire let out a long sigh of relief. The forge was safe, and more importantly, he had learned that Morbuzakh hated the cold. He was puzzling over what that might mean when the control room attendant came rushing over. “That was... amazing!” said the Ta-Matoran. “I thought we had seen the last of the Toa when Lhikan disappeared. If you hadn’t been here –“

“I did what I had to do”, said Vakama quietly. He wasn’t used to being seen as a hero and wasn’t sure if he would ever feel comfortable about being one. “What happened? I thought that the vats never stopped moving.”

“Come and see”, said the attendant grimly. Vakama followed him into the forge control center. The foreman pointed to an ugly burn on one of the panels. “That’s what happened. Some four-legged monster broke in and fried the controls with a burst of energy.”

Vakama knelt down for a closer look. Some components had been damaged, but they could be repaired. That was not half as interesting as the scattered protodermis dust he saw on the floor near the damaged portion. He had seen dust like that once before, on a visit to Po-Metru, but this glittered in the light. It was only upon closer examination that he spotted the crushed Ko-Metru knowledge crystals mixed with the dust.

The Toa Maetru glanced up at the attendant.”I think I can fix this, if you can do a favor for me. I’m looking for a mask maker named Nuhrii. He wasn’t at his home or at his forge. Have you seen him?”

“Yes. He was here this morning”, the attendant replied. “He was looking for a Great Mask he made. It was tossed as flawed, but he said someone told him the mask was fine. He wanted to retrieve it before it went into the furnace for meltdown.”

“Did he find it?”

“It’s not here. Must still be on the reject pile, so I sent him over there. Nuhrii was talking pretty crazy, though. Said if he couldn’t find the mask, he knew where there was a Kanoka disk that could make the greatest mask anyone had ever worn. I guess he’s been working a little too hard.”

“Yes, I guess so”, Vakama replied, not at all convinced Nuhrii was crazy. More likely, the Matoran was walking into a trap – or getting ready to spring one.

*

The Toa of Fire thought hard as he walked. The walls of Nuhrii’s home had been lined with tablets, souvenirs of his work. Each tablet showed an image of a Kanohi mask and the Kanoka disk from which it had been made. One of the tablets had been smashed on the floor, and a failed attempt made to put it back together. The forge attendant had said Nuhrii had made a flawed mask. Vakama guessed it was the tablet featuring that mask that had been broken in anger. When Nuhrii heard the mask was in fact perfect, he tried to put the tablet back together before rushing off to find the Kanohi.

That still left a few questions. Who had discovered the mask was still a good one and notified Nuhrii? And was the note the Matoran had received the truth or simply bait to lure him into a trap? Vakama hoped to find the answer at the huge, fenced-in lot just ahead. Its official name was Protodermis Reclamation Center, but to every mask maker in Ta-Metru, it was a graveyard. No matter how many hours of work had gone into a mask, a single, tiny flaw could ruin it. Then it would be transported here, to sit on top of a pile of other broken, useless masks until it could be fed to the furnace and melted down. It was the one place no mask maker ever wanted to visit. A single guard stood at the gate. The bored look on his face disappeared when he saw a Toa coming toward him. “Who are you?” he asked.

“I am Toa Vakama.” It felt so strange to say it. “Toa Metru of Fire. I need to get inside.”

“I’m sorry, but I have orders from Turaga Dume. No one is allowed in. I don’t want trouble with the Vahki.”

“But you let Nuhrii in, didn’t you? He’s in danger, and I have to find him. Please open the gate.”

“I can’t! I could lose my job!”

Vakama frowned. This argument was taking too much time. The guard was obviously more afraid of the Vahki than he was of making a Toa angry. “And why wouldn’t he be? No Toa would ever harm an innocent.”

“Then I will open it for you”, the Toa of Fire said. Concentrating harder than he ever had in his life, Vakama willed a narrow jet of flame from his hand. In an instant it had melted the lonk into slag. “You did your job. Now I have to try and do mine.”

The yard was quiet. Vakama walked past piles of Kanohi masks and other artifacts, all waiting behind the fences for their time in the Great Furnace. Some looked perfect to the naked eye, their flaws visible only to a truly skilled crafter. Others were badly mangled. So focused was he on scanning the damaged items that he almost tripped over something in his path. When he regained his fotting, he saw it was a Mask of Shielding someone had left lying in the path. Vakama bent down and picked it up. It looked familiar somehow, but he couldn’t quite place it.

Then it struck him. The angle of the mask, the ridges around the eyepieces... these were marks of Nuhrii’s work. Was this the mask the Matoran had been seeking, now cast aside as if it were worthless?

“Everyone seems to want that Kanohi today”, said a Matoran behind him. Vakama turned to see the reclamation center caretaker approaching. “Nuhrii was here looking for it just a short while ago.”

“But he didn’t take it with him?” asked Vakama. “Why not?”

“Look for yourself. That mask has a hairline crack in the base”, the caretaker replied, pointing to a barely visible flaw. “I’ve been doing this so long I can spot a bad one from a long way away. Maks maker must have cooled it too fast. Anyway, Nuhrii took one look at it, threw it down, and left. He was muttering something about forging the most powerful Kanohi ever made and showing up some other crafter. Vakama, I think his name was.”

“Me? Why would he want to outdo me?” Vakama thought. “Sure, I had fewer masks wind up here, and Turaga Dume did ask me to craft a special Kanohi for him. But I never knew Nuhrii would be so jealous of that. After all, I learned so much from him.”

“I guess masks aren’t the only things that can hide their flaws”, the Toa of Fire said. “Do you have any idea where he’s gone?”

The caretaker handed over a tablet. “He dropped this on his way out.” Vakama’s eyes flew across the stone. There was no signature on the note, just some smudges of liquid protodermis. It read:

Nuhrii,

Come to the abandoned mask maker’s house in the northern reaches. You’ll learn a valuable secret there – how to turn a Great Disk into a Kanohi mask that will live in legend. Come alone. Tell no one.

Vakama’s mind reeled for a moment. He could see Nuhrii surrounded by shadowy tentacles that were reaching for him, grabbing him, squeezing the breath from the Matoran. Somehow, the Toa knew this danger was real, and it was happening now! The caretaker watched Vakama race off and shook his head. Then he turned to the pile of broken masks and said: “Everyone’s in such a hurry. Everyone except me... and all of you. We’re in no rush to get where we’re going, right?” The Matoran laughed then, but Vakama was too far away to hear.

*

The Toa of Fire scanned his surroundings. He couldn’t believe anything could make Nuhrii come here. This was a place no Ta-Matoran ever wandered, not if they hoped to see the twin suns rise again. This had once been one of the most active section of Ta-Metru. Vakama could remember riding the chutes here to see friends just a short time ago, but it seemed like ages had passed. Now the whole neighborhood was desolate and abandoned, surrendered to the power of the Morbuzakh. Half the buildings were reduced to rubble and the rest did not look much better. Vakama walked carefully, avoiding the chunks of solid protodermis that littered the street. Only the skittering of little Rahi among the wreckage broke the silence. Most of the Matoran who had lived here had fled, finding refuge with friends in the heart of the Metru. Those who had chosen to stay were never seen or heard from again. Turaga Dume had declared the whole area off-limits, but soon found he did not need to dispatch Vahki to guard the place. No Matoran wanted to travel here.

“Except Nuhrii”, Vakama reminded himself. “But even if he is here, I may be too late to save him.”

As if in answer, a voice shouted: “Help!” It came from an abandoned crafter’s home farther down the street. Vakama broke into a run, then stopped short when he saw the twin Morbuzakh vines slithering toward the same building. They were moving too quickly. He could never hope to outrace them.

“Help!”

Vakama loaded his last disk into the launcher and hoped he was making the right decision. He had never used this particular kind of disk before or even forged a mask from one. Its power was the least predictable and might make a bad situation worse. But there wasn’t any other choice. The disk shot through the air and struck the first vine, then began a sweeping arc that would bring it back to Vakama. On its way, it clipped the second vine, just as the Toa Metru had hoped it would. Before his eyes, both vines began to shimmer and fade. Then they were gone, teleported somewhere else in Metru Nui. Vakama hoped he had not just created a greater danger for someone else to deal with.

The door to the house was unlocked. As soon as it was opened, a cloud of protodermis dust flew out, blinding and choking Vakama. When he could see again, he discovered the way in was blocked by rubble.

“Who’s there? Help me! I’m trapped back here!” It was Nuhrii’s voice, coming from somewhere beyond the pile of protodermis. The Morbuzakh vines had brought down the roof and were no doubt getting ready to start on the walls when the Toa Metru showed up. For a moment, Vakama considered using his elemental power to melt through the obstacle. But his powers were so new, he had too little control over them. Make a mistake and the whole district might burn. No, he would have to do it the hard way, block by block.

Vakama removed one chunk of protodermis, but when he took out a second, the rubble shifted and more fell from the roof. “Hey, watch it!” Nuhrii shouted. “What are you trying to do?” Vakama began again, proceeding more carefully. He shifted a block, paused, shifted it some more, until he was certain it wouldn’t cause a collapse. It took a lot of careful work, but he finally managed to create a big enough opening for Nuhrii to crawl through. The Matoran was coated in dust but did not seem hurt.

“I thought I would never get out of there”, said Nuhrii. Then he looked up at his rescuer for the first time. “Vakama! You!”

“Are you all right? What were you doing here?”

“Okay, why shouldn’t I tell you? I came here to learn how to turn a Great Disk into a Mask of Power you could never dream of making. Then I would be the one others came to for the important Kanohi.”

In all the time Vakama had worked as a mask maker, he had never once raised his voice. It had been Nuhrii who first hired him as a mask-making apprentice and Nuhrii who had taught him the basic skills. But now, as Vakama thought of all he had been through to find the Matoran, he felt anger rise in him.

“Look around you, Nuhrii”, the Toa said harshly. “Look at what the Morbuzakh has done to our city! This is no time to be thinking of personal glory. Everyone has to work together to stop this menace. That Great Disk you have is the key to saving Metru Nui. I don’t know how, but it is. You have to tell me where to find it!”

Nuhrii looked shocked. It took him a moment before he could speak, but when he did, his tone was that of a Matoran ashamed. “The Great Disk? I – I didn’t know. Yes, I will gladly help you find it.” The two left the house and started walking out of the abandoned zone. Although Nuhrii spoke under his breath, Vakama could hear him saying: “We’ll get the disk. We’ll stop the Morbuzakh. And everyone will know that I saved Metru Nui!”

The Toa Metru of Fire could only shake his head and walk on.

Whenua

Whenua stood before the south gate of the Onu-Metru Archives, about at the end of his patience. “All right. For the fourth time, I am Whenua. I worked here my whole life. I need to get inside and find Tehutti before he does we are all going to regret a whole lot.” He waited for an answer from the gate guard, who did not look impressed by the sight of a Toa Metru of Earth. Whenua considered finding another access to the Archives, but given that they covered almost the entire Metru, it could be a long chute ride to another gateway. And there was no guarantee the guard there would be any more cooperative.

“Okay, you look like a Toa”, said the guard. “But not any Toa I’ve ever seen. And Whenua? Whenua is an archivist and he sure doesn’t carry twin drills like yours. If you don’t want to give me your real name, fine, but I can’t let just anyone in here.”

Whenua did his best to hold his temper. It would take too long to explain about how artifacts called Toa Stones transformed six Matoran into Toa Metru, even assuming the guard would believe that. Even more frustrating was the fact that his Great Mask of Power might prove a help here, but he didn’t even know what that power might be yet.

“Can you at least tell me if Tehutti is here?”

The guard chuckled. “Tehutti’s always here, Toa ‘Whenua’. He spends his whole life down with the exhibits. He showed up here all excited about some shipment or another, probably another Rahi only its mother could love. But there’s nothing on the ship schedule for today.”

Whenua frowned. When he had first found out Tehutti was missing, he went to the archivist’s home. There he found a note offering an exotic Rahi for the Archives in exchange for a Great Disk. The note featured a crude drawing of the Rahi and was signed by a Ga-Metru Matoran named Vhisola. From the sound of things, Tehutti had rushed right over to make the exchange.

The Toa Metru of Earth made his decision. He rushed past the guard and went to the doorway. “Call the Vahki if you want to, I have to get in there. Now where did they hide those levers today?”

While the guard protested, Whenua ran his hands over the surface of the doorway. The Archives boasted a unique security system. Each door had three hidden levers whose location was changed every day. They had to be thrown in the right combination for the door to open and that changed every day, too. Every Onu-Matoran believed it to be the perfect protection against intruders.

“Go ahead”, said the guard. “No one has ever made it past that door. You won’t stand a –“ Whenua threw the levers, one, two, three. The great door opened with a hiss. The Toa of Earth turned toward the guard and said: “What was that? Couldn’t hear you over the door opening.”

*

To Whenua, the Onu-Metru Archives were more than a storehouse or a museum. In his eyes, they were more magnificent than the crystal Knowledge Towers of Ko-Metru, the Great Temple and the sculpture fields of Po-Metru all put together. The main floors extended for a great distance in every direction and when they had taken up most of the space in the metru, work had begun on the lower levels and subbasements. The Archives now occupied the subterranean depths of the city, extending far beyond the boundaries of Onu-Metru.

Nor could it be said that the Archives were “finished”. As more exhibits were added, Onu-Matoran workers continued to dig deeper and deeper down to find space to house them. Over time, they and the archivists had become so accustomed to the dim light underground that the brightness of the twin suns was hard on their eyes.

On the outside, the Archives looked grim and imposing. Inside, it was a vast treasure trove of every creation that had ever walked Metru Nui. Rather than the dry historical records and prophecies of Ko-Metru, this was a living museum. Every Rahi beast, every insectlike Bohrok, every creature in the Archives was part of a living record. Inside their protodermis statis tubes, they were alive but suspended in time forever.

Whenua walked into the first of the Rahi wings, enjoying the familiar scents of the Archives. He nodded a greeting to one of the oldest exhibits, a Nui-Rama captured in flight whose statis chamber hung from the ceiling high above. All around, archivists scurried back and forth pushing their transport carts. These were used for moving exhibits of all sizes through the subterranean, protodermis-lined tunnels.

Whenua turned and headed for Tehutti’s pride and joy, an exhibit of a Kane-Ra bull. Before he had even walked through the archway, he could see something was wrong. The section looked like a live Rahi had passed through, shattering the display case and scattering artifacts. Fortunately, only the outer shell had been broken. Had the inner casing been cracked, the Rahi inside might well have come to life again and rampaged throught the Archives.

Whenua spotted Tehutti’s transport cart in a corner, empty. Lying near it was a hammer, the kind used in Ta-Metru forges. The archivist in Whenua was dismayed. Ta-Metru artifacts belonged on one of the sublevels, not in a Rahi section. It was only when he looked again at all the damage that he realized why the hammer was there.

“Who would want to sabotage these relics?” he wondered. “Someone from Ta-Metru? Why?”

Shrugging, Whenua moved on to the next exhibit hall. Here were more Rahi, even larger ones, and carvings of those that had either eluded capture or whose displays had been moved into storage. The Toa Metru of Earth was looking for anything out of place, when one carving caught his eye. It depicted a massive Rahi with six legs and a long, muscular tail, ideal for striking out at opponents. Carved underneath the picture were the words: “Nui-Jaga. Found in Po-Metru, near the sculpture fields.” Beside that was the name of the carver, Ahkmou.

“A Nui-Jaga”, he thought. “A Po-Metru Rahi. But this is the same beast Vhisola offered in trade for the Great Disk!”

As an archivist, Whenua was skilled at starting from the present and working back. No Ga-Matoran would even know what a Nui-Jaga was, most likely, let alone have one captive to trade. The offer to Tehutti had been a fake, probably written by someone other than this Vhisola. It was bait to get Tehutti to the Archives so the Great Disk could be stolen from him!

That thought made him realize something even worse. Whoever was trying to get the Great Disks – possibly that four-legged hunter Vakama talked about – might be right here in the Archives, planning an ambush. For a moment, he wondered if he should try to find help. Maybe a Toa, or even a Vahki...

Then he remembered – he was a Toa. It was his job to face danger and overcome it. And nothing – nothing! – would make him risk the safety of his Archives or his city. He ran for the nearest exit to the outer dock. Still getting used to his new, far more powerful form, he stumbled a few times and almost crashed into a display of parasitic Krana. With a shudder, he kept going, thanking the Great Beings he had not set those things loose.

Any shipment, no matter how large or small, had to come through the outer dock. The Matoran who worked here were both smart and brave. It was their job to make sure every “exhibit” was ready to be placed in a statis tube, where its life processes would be slowed to a crawl. If one of the creatures intended for archiving decided to wake up, it would be up to the dockworkers to put it back to sleep again.

When Whenua arrived on the dock, a four Matoran crew was trying to subdue a Gukko bird long enough for it to be put in statis and archived. The powerful winged beast was objecting. There was about a fifty-fifty chance it would break away and head for the sky, carrying a Matoran or two with it. Whenua went over to help, but the dock leader got in the way. “We have to do it ourselves”, said the Matoran. “Understand? If we start depending on a Toa, what happens when you’re not around?”

Whenua looked from the dock leader to the crew and back again. Then he nodded. “Okay then – for now. Have you seen Tehutti?”

“He was headed for the next dock over. I told him not to waste his time. This Rahi was a last-minute find, but there aren’t any others on the schedule. And nothing from any Vhisola.”

“I know. I’m pretty sure he knows, too”, replied Whenua, turning away. “Make sure that Gukko’s fast asleep. Last time one got loose, it brought down half the exhibits in sublevel three.”

“How did you know about that?” the dock leader asked. But the Toa of Earth was already gone.

*

Whenua pounded around the corner. All he could think about was finding Tehutti in time and stopping him from doing something the whole city would regret later. He scanned for any sign of the Matoran or for signs of a trap. What he found was a well-concealed hole with a narrow ladder leading down into darkness. On a hunch, he began to climb down. He had made it about halfway when a rung gave way beneath his foot. The next thing he knew, he was falling. And falling. Down, down, into the sublevels and sublevels of the Archives, and then farther still, thinking all the while: “Stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid!”

Thoughts rushed through his mind. Was this the trap set for Tehutti and had the Matoran already fallen into it? Just how far down did this pit go? And could even a Toa survive such a plunge? Whenua found out an instant later, when he came to a crashing halt far below the lowest levels of the Archives. Despite spending a lifetime working here, even he had never been this far down before. But he had heard rumors of a level far below the surface, where exhibits that had proven potentially dangerous were placed for safekeeping.

The Toa Metru of Earth sat up and groaned. His bruises had bruises and his head was pounding. With a great deal of effort, he rose. The hallways down here were even darker and more narrow than the ones above. Lightstones were few and far between. Anyone who came down here left in a hurry, so why waste illumination?

He had only taken three steps when he heard the sound every archivist dreads. It was a unique crunch, the sound of statis tube fragments being crushed underfoot. Whenua forced himself to remain calm. “So one of the cases was broken, so what? Maybe it’s only the outer shell that was damaged, and there’s nothing to worry about. Yes, it had to be the outer shell, because if it was the inner shell, then something would be loose down here. Something very nasty.”

He had seen it happen before. Outer shells could take all kinds of pounding, but if the inner shell of a statis tube cracked even a little, the rush of air would wake up the contents. When the contents had teeth, claws and a hatred of being caged up, this generally turned out to be a bad thing. Whenua did his best to move quietly down the corridor, not easy with his large frame. He reminded himself that he had been an experienced Onu-Metru archivist before becoming a Toa. As a Matoran, he had faced down his share of snarling Rahi. What could be down here that could possibly bother him now?

The answer came with twin beams of pure, blazing heat that creased the side of his Kanohi mask. The wall of the corridor sizzled where they struck, and the hallway was suddenly filled with the smell of charred protodermis. Whenua whirled to see a Rahkshi heading right toward him, red eyes gleaming in its hideous yellow face.

Startled, he found he could not remember the creature’s exact name. But he didn’t have to strain to recall its power – heat vision, capable of burning a hole through anything, including newly created Toa. No one was quite certain just where Rahkshi came from, but everyone wished they had stayed there.

Whenua ducked another heat blast and darted into another corridor. He needed time to think and space to maneuver, neither of which the Rahkshi was likely to give him. This would be a great time to use his Kanohi Mask of Power, if only he knew what it did. The twin earthshock drills he carried could punch their way through almost anything, and his elemental power... Yes, that was it. When he reached the far end of the hall, he activated the drills and began tearing up the flooring. His elemental power would affect the earth underneath, but there was no harm giving it a little help. 

The Rahkshi turned the corner and started toward him, its powerful body gleaming in the dim light. He could hear the horrible screech of the Kraata it carried inside. Twin shafts of red shot toward him from the Rahkshi’s eyes, Whenua barely moving aside in time. Then it was the moment to go to work. The Toa Metru looked down and did his best to ignore the advancing creature. He willed the earth to rise, to form an impenetrable wall between him and the Rahkshi. He could see the soil beginning to shift, running together and then swirling as if mini cyclones had taken hold.

It was a toss-up who was more shocked by what happened next, the Rahkshi or Whenua. A mound of earth suddenly rose from the floor, hardening rapidly and blocking the creature from coming closer. Whenua took a step back and smiled, imagining how the other Toa would feel when he told them about this. Nuju probably couldn’t even manage an icicle, or Onewa move a pebble, or...

The celebration came to an adrupt end. Twin red spots appeared on the earth wall, glowing brighter and brighter every moment. While Whenua had been patting himself on the back, the Rahkshi was focusing its power to melt the obstacle in its path. “Okay, maybe I won’t tell the others about this”, Whenua decided. He ducked into a doorway just as the wall crumbled. There was something Tehutti had said about yellow Rahkshi once, if only he could remember. What was it? Tehutti was always on about one piece of exhibit trivia or another.

Then it came to him. Right after it uses its heat beams, the Rahkshi’s eyesight is weakened temporarily. Tehutti had been right, too, for the creature walked right past Whenua’s hiding place without spotting him. Once the Rahkshi was gone, Whenua fought a strong urge to get out of the Archives. Then he remembered that Tehutti might well be down here, and if he was, the Rahkshi would find him. Like it or not, he had to go on. “But maybe I don’t have to fight the Rahkshi”, he realized. “Not if I can get something else to do it for me.”

Whenua raced down the hallway, stopping only long enough to pry a lightstone out of the wall. By its beam, he was able to spot the shattered Rahkshi statis tube. He scooped up as many of the inner casing fragments as he could find, then went back on the trail of the creature. As he walked, he tried to remember everything he could about this level. Over time, he had seen a number of exhibits sent down here, even marked a few for storage himself. If he was correct, all he had to do was find the right one.

It took a lot of walking, numerous twists and turns, and a few potentially dangerous mistakes before Whenua spotted the door he wanted. It was one of the few down here that had a sign, which read DANGER: MUAKA PEN. He could hear the great Rahi cat pacing and growling behind the door. Food was sent down to it once a day from upper levels through a small chute, but Muaka were notorious for always being hungry. Better still, they did not get along with Rahkshi at all.

Whenua took a deep breath. This was going to be tricky. First, he scattered the protodermis fragments on the floor in front of the door. Then he used his earthshock drill to punch a hole through the lock. He waited until he could hear the Muaka charging before he dove for cover.

The door crashed open. The huge Rahi snarled, sniffing the air and snapping its massive jaws together. Whenua watched anxiously as the Muaka lowered its head and picked up the scent off the fragments. The beast’s eyes narrowed at the smell of Rahkshi, and it took off at a run.

Whenua followed. Letting another creature loose down here went against his nature as an archivist, but it would be easier to cage the Muaka again than a Rahkshi. He just had to hope the Muaka found the Rahkshi before either found Tehutti.

He was deep in the heart of the storage level when he heard the snarls up ahead. The sounds were followed by red flashes of heat vision, then an impact that shook the entire section. The Muaka had tracked down his prey.

Whenua rounded the corner to see Rahi and Rahkshi locked in a mighty struggle. Ordinarily, the Rahkshi would be the clear favourite, but the Muaka’s bulk reduced his foe’s room to maneuver. Beyond them, the Toa could see an open chamber where Tehutti strained to get out from under a pile of artifacts.

The Toa forced himself to wait for the right moment. When Muaka lifted his right forepaw to strike, Whenua dove, slid across the floor past the two creatures, and ended up in the same chamber as the Matoran.

“Get me out of here!” Tehutti cried. “I’ll do anything!” Whenua worked quickly and carefully, pushing the debris aside and hoping the struggle outside would go on a little longer. “Anythying? Then how about giving me that Great Disk you have while there’s still a city up above to save.”

Tehutti shrugged off the last few pieces of Metru Nui history and nodded. “I never thought I would be glad to see you. I fell down here, and some four-legged Rahi bait demanded I give him the disk. When I wouldn’t do it, he brought this stuff down on me and left me here. You want the disk? You can have it. I’d rather be trapped in a broken chute with a horde of Vahki than hold on to it now!”

Whenua glanced out into the hall, made sure Rahi and Rahkshi were still busy, then slammed the door and locked it. “We’ll have to dig a new tunnel to get out of here. In the meantime, you can explain why you ever thought a Ga-Matoran would have a Nui-Jaga to trade for the disk.”

Tehutti watched in awe as Whenua’s earthshock drills went to work on the wall. “I – I knew she wouldn’t. My friend Ahkmou told me all about Nui-Jaga long ago, so I knew they didn’t come from Ga-Metru. I wanted to see why someone wanted the Great Disk... and if they really did have a Nui-Jaga, well...”

“You would’ve traded the city’s safety for a new exhibit to put your name on”, Whenua replied.

“With you for a Toa Metru, Whenua, how safe is the city now?” Tehutti said. “Besides, nothing very bad is going to happen to Metru Nui. Turaga Dume will figure out some way to deal with the Morbuzakh and everything will be fine.

“I hope so”, Whenua powered down his drills. He had managed to punch a good-size hole in the wall. On the other side was another darkened corridor with a distinct upward slope. Hopefully, it led to the main floors.

“Let’s go”, said the Toa of Earth. “We have a long journey ahead. If we run into the Morbuzakh, make sure to tell it that it’s not a threat. I’ve never seen a plant laugh before.”

*

The Matoran put down his tools and stood very still. He had heard two sets of footsteps behind him, heavy footsteps, and he really did not want to turn around and see who it might be.

“Well, well, well”, hissed a too-familiar voice. “Here I am again.” The Matoran forced himself to look. Yes, it was Nidhiki again, this time accompanied by a hulking brute with energy crackling from his hands.

“I came back to get the Great Disks”, Nidhiki continued. “You know, the ones I want very badly?” The ones you promised to get for me?”

“I – I don’t have them. Not yet”, the Matoran stammered. But I’ll get them! It’s just taking a little more time than I thought.”

“I see”, Nidhiki replied. He gestured with one of his legs, and his lumbering companion moved toward the Matoran. “This is my friend. He doesn’t like Matoran. He particularly doesn’t like you.”

The Matoran looked up at the bestial face of the brute who towered over him. “I’m doing my best! Really!”

“Your best?” Nidhiki repeated. “Three of the Toa are close to finding the Great Disks. Your efforts to trap the Matoran and divert the Toa Metru have been failures. Do you know what that means?”

The Matoran swallowed hard as the two creatures crowded close to him. “N – n – no.”

“It means you’re going to do better than your best. I’ve been to Ko-Metru and arranged to keep Toa Nuju busy. I expect you to arrange a little surprise for Toa Matau and get the Le-Metru disk. I know you aren’t foolish enough to disappoint me again, are you?”

The Matoran shook his head. He wanted to say something, but his mouth didn’t seem to be working.

“Good. Then I hope the next time I see you, you will have all six Great Disks for me. But either way”, Nidhiki added, smiling, “it will be the last time I see you, Matoran. Understand?”

The two left before the Matoran could answer. They were barely out the door before he gathered up his things and headed for the chute station. He had an appointment in Le-Metru that he wouldn’t miss if his life depended on it.

“And it sounds like it does!” the Matoran thought as he dashed out into the street.

Nuju

From high atop a gleaming Knowledge Tower, Nuju looked down upon the landscape of Ko-Metru. For the Toa Metru of Ice, this was a most unusual vantage point. Normally, his eyes were on the sky, seeking to read the future from the brightness and movements of the stars.

But if Vakama was right, there might not be much of a future for Metru Nui if the Great Disks were not found. It was true that the Morbuzakh plant had done some pretty serious damage to the metru. Still, Nuju was not sure just how far he wished to trust the Toa of Fire’s “visions”.

Down below, all was still and silent. Even the hum of the transport chutes that carried Matoran from place to place was muted here. Nothing was allowed to disturb the work of the Matoran scholars who toiled in the crystal Knowledge Towers. There they pored over the written records of Metru Nui, deciphered ancient prophecies, and crafted predictions of the future. Once, Nuju had been one of them. Now it was up to him to make sure there would be tomorrows to ponder.

At first, it seemed like that would be a simple enough task. The Ko-Metru Matoran who Vakama claimed had knowledge of the disk was named Ehrye. Finding him should not have been an issue. In fact, it was often impossible not to find Ehrye, even when you wanted to avoid him. He was constantly underfoot, running errands for different scholars and pleading for a chance to become one of them.

Nuju, naturally, had said no. Working in a Knowledge Tower required wisdom, patience, and experience. All Ehrye had to offer were enthusiasm and too much energy for his own good. So the Matoran went back to running errands and dreaming of life inside the towers.

“And now, when I want to find him, he’s disappeared!” fumed Nuju. A search of Ehrye’s home had turned up a marked Ko-Metru chute station map and a disturbing journal entry. It read in part: “I’m going to show them. If I turn over the Great Kanoka disk like I said I would, I’ll learn a secret that will make them beg me to join a Knowledge Tower!”

Nuju shook his head. He had spent his whole life studying what might be and what would be in the days to come, and he knew one thing for certain. There was no future in what Ehrye was about to do.

The Toa of Ice leaped from the top of a Knowledge Tower, his eyes focused on the ledge of another. When he had maneuvered within arm’s reach of it, he snapped a crystal spike from his back and swung it hard. It dug into the side of the tower. Nuju swung gracefully around the building, pulling the spike free as he did so. He repeated the exercise twice more on the way down, growing more used to his new Toa tools along the way. Someday, he knew, that experience might save his life.

Nuju had taken the chute map with him when he left Ehrye’s house. He hit the ground close to the station that was marked on the map. The attendant was deep in thought and did not notice his approach.

“What? Oh!” he exclaimed when Nuju tapped his shoulder. “Who are you? What do you want?”

“I am Nuju, Toa Metru of Ice. I am looking for a runner named Ehrye. Have you seen him?”

The attendant frowned. “Yes, he was here. I saw him talking to a Matoran from another metru. I don’t remember which. Then he jumped in a chute heading for one of the Knowledge Towers. He was muttering something about a disk.”

“Where did he have this conversation?”

“Ummm, let me see. I remember I was analyzing chute dynamics at the time and not really paying attention. But I think it was in that cirner over there.”

Nuju turned away without saying thank you. He was in no mood to waste words. Instead, he walked over to where the attendant had directed him and looked around. There was little to be seen, just a Po-Metru carving tool and a pass to the Onu-Metru Archives. Either might be important, or they might have been dropped by any of hundreds of Matoran who passed through this chute station.

The attendant had gone back to pondering. It was something Ko-Metru Matoran spent a lot of time doing, in hopes of one day securing a position in a Knowledge Tower. Unfortunately, it also made it hard to get their attention.

“If you see Ehrye again, hold on to him”, Toa Nuju said.

“Hmmm? What? Hold on to whom?” the attendant asked, confused. Nuju walked away, wondering why he even bothered to talk to some Matoran.

*

The chute Ehrye had taken led to the lower level of a Knowledge Tower. It was such a silent place it made the rest of the metru seem positively wild and loud. A small number of Ko-Matoran were hard at work, junior seers who hoped to one day ascend to the ranks of those who labored on the upper levels. Nuju had spent most of his life in Knowledge Towers and could not recall ever seeing a group of scholars looking so annoyed.

As usual, trying to get a scholar to take a break from his studies to talk was like trying to teach Akilini rules to a Rahkshi. They did not seem at all impressed by the presence of a Toa Metru. It was only when Nuju mentioned that a Great Disk was involved that one of them, Jaa, agreed to talk.

“A Great Disk, hmmm?” said the scholar. “Incredible power. I would love the chance to study one. Do you have it?”

“No, I am seeking it. I believe a Matoran named Ehrye is as well, and he may have come here.”

“Ehrye!” the scholar spat. “So that was his name! He barged in asking a lot of questions about Kanoka disks, the Morbuzakh plant, and other things that were not his business. No, not his business at all! Then he took a chute to the top of the tower, which is forbidden!”

The other Matoran had turned to see what all the shouting was about. The scholar spotted their angry looks and dropped his voice almost to a whisper. “You will find him there, but you must do something for us in exchange for this information.”

The scholar dug into his robes and pulled out a knowledge crystal a little larger than Nuju’s hand. “The Morbuzakh vines have done great damage to our towers”, the scholar explained. With this crystal, a new tower can be grown. When you reach the top level, throw this into the air. Wherever it lands, a new tower shall appear.”

Nuju took the crystal. “A gift to the future of Metru Nui, then. I will do it.” 

*

High atop the Knowledge Tower, the air was crisp and clean. One could always find a sense of peace and the time for contemplating here. What could  not be found, at least today, was any sign of Ehrye.

Toa Nuju felt the weight of the crystal in his hand. He approached the edge of the tower, took a deep breath, and tossed the crystal out into space. It tumbled through the air, vanishing into the mist below. An instant later, Nuju followed.

As he fell, he let doubt creep into his mind again. What if Vakama was wrong? What if the Great Disks proved to no one that they were Toa? What if the Great Disks didn’t exist at all but were just legends? What then?

Nuju twisted his body in midair. He could barely see the outlines of the new tower. An instant later, he landed feetfirst on the top of the rapidly growing structure. It lifted him high in the air once more as it took its place among the other monuments to knowledge in Ko-Metru.

From this new vantage point, Nuju scanned the metru. Off to the west, he spotted something that looked out of place. A knowledge Tower’s rooftop was littered with protodermis blocks. Since towers were grown, not built, there was no reason any construction material would be there.

He was about to dismiss it as one more strange thing in a city that seemed to be filled with them when he spotted movement behind the blocks. It was Ehrye! Nuju had barely realized that when he saw something much more frightening – a huge crack traveling up the side of the tower. The whole structure was about to fragment and take the Matoran with it.

Nuju got a running start and leaped off the tower. Using his crystal spikes, he swung from one chute to the next as fast as he could. When he was almost on top of the tower, he let go and dropped.

For once, the Toa of Ice tried not to think about the future. If he pondered the possible consequences of what he was trying to do, he would never be able to do it. He waited until his fall had brought him almost parallel to the crack in the tower, then held out his twin spikes and focused his ice power through them. Twin streams of ice shot from the tools, welding the crack shut as he fell.

Now came the hard part. Most of the damage was repaired, but if he could not stop his fall, he would be an ex-Toa Metru very quickly. He spun, twisted, and dug one spike into the side of the tower. It carved a gash in the crystal and he continued to fall, desperately trying to hand on to the Toa tool. Finally, with the ground much too close for comfort, the spike held and he came to an adrupt stop. “No wonder we had to be chosen to be Toa Metru”, he thought as he began the long climb to the top of the tower. “No one would ever volunteer for this job.”

*

Ehrye was still where Nuju had last seen him: trapped behind protodermis blocks at the very top of the tower. Worse, the blocks had not been stacked haphazardly. They were arranged, almost like a puzzle, in such a way that moving the wrong one would bring them all crashing down on the Matoran.

Nuju spent a long time staring at the blocks before he gently shifted one. Then he went back to analyzing the barricade. Ehrye, impatient, shouted: “Are you going to get me out of here? What are you doing?”

“Quiet”, Nuju replied. “Someone did not want you walking away from this tower. But you are important to the future of Metru Nui, fortunately for you, so the Toa of Ice is going to get you out of what you have gotten into.”

“Yes, I heard you were a Toa”, said the Matoran grimly. “Now I’ll never have a chance at a promotion.”

The Toa Metru ignored him. This puzzle was highly intricate, but it was designed to defeat someone who could not think ahead. “They picked the wrong Toa then”, Nuju said to himself.

It took an agonizingly long time, but finally enough blocks were cleared for Ehrye to slip out. He stretched himself and looked up at his rescuer. “I suppose you’re wondering how I got here?”

“Yes. You took many risks, Ehrye, and broke a number of laws. I should turn you over to the Vahki and be done with it. But I need you. Or rather, I need the Kanoka disk you have located.”

“Why should I give it to you?” Ehrye replied. “That disk could be my ticket to a Knowledge Tower position.”

Nuju gestured at the pile of protodermis blocks. “It was almost your ticket to a tomb. Think about the future, Ehrye.”

The Matoran spent a few minutes doing just that. Then he said: “I get full credit for finding it? And no Vahki come knocking on my door?”

“Vahki don’t knock”, Nuju reminded him. “They smash doors down. And they keep smashing them down until they find the one you’re hiding behind.”

“You have a point”, Ehrye agreed. “Even if I didn’t have to worry about them, there’s still that big Rahi breath that walled me up here.”

Nuju and Ehrye headed for the chute that would bring them back down to ground level. Still shaken by his experience, Ehrye wouldn’t stop babbling. “I know why you’re looking for that disk, Toa Nuju. It’s the root, right?”

“Root?”

“The Morbuzakh plant – it has a king root. I found that out when I was researching the Great Disk. Stop the root, you stop the spread of the plant. But you need all six disks to do it.”

“Then you will come with me to see the other Toa Metru now”, Nuju said.

“There are more of you?”

“And then we will go get the Great Disk.”

“Oh, I’ll tell you where it is. I’ll even go with you. But you’re going to have to retrieve it. From what I’ve learned, no one but a Toa Metru has a chance of getting that disk from its hiding place.”

“I see”, Nuju said.

“In fact”, continued Ehrye, “I might not get the Knowledge Tower job. But if the Great Disk is as hard to get as I think it is, your job might be open soon, Toa of Ice.”

Neither of them laughed at Ehrye’s little joke.

*

When they reached the ground, Nuju gestured for Ehrye to follow him. To the Matoran’s surprise, they did not head for a chute station but for the alley behind the tower.

“Where are we going?”

“Knowledge Towers do not crack by themselves”, said Nuju. “Well, sometimes they do, but this one did not. I am searching for the cause.”

Ehrye trailed along behind as Nuju walked up and down the length of the alley. Along the way, the Matoran peppered him with questions. “What are you looking for? Does that mean anything? What does it feel like to be a Toa Metru? Do you think the Morbuzakh plant will wreck the whole city?”

“Enough!” Nuju snapped. “The future will bring the answers to your questions, but only if you stop speaking long enough to notice them.”

“That’s what you always say”, Ehrye grumbled.

“When it stops being true, I will stop saying it”, Nuju replied.

The Toa of Ice moved around to a shadowed portion of the tower. There, just below eye level, was the beginning of the crack that had threatened to bring the whole structure down. Peering closely at it, he looked for any sign of the tool that had been used.

What he found was something quite different. The edges of the damaged area were melted and fused. In many places, the crystal had turned black. No Matoran tools had done this. It was a surge of energy.

Troubled, Nuju knelt down to examine the ground. Crushed knowledge crystals littered the pavement. The Toa of Ice carefully sifted through them to reveal scrapings on the ground below. They were the marks of a four-footed being who had stood right in that spot while he no doubt set his trap.

“Vakama was right”, Nuju thought. “This time. But who is this monster? Why is he doing this? Is he working for someone else, or does he stand to gain somehow by all this damage?”

He rose and walked toward the mouth of the alley, not saying a word to Ehrye. The Matoran kicked at the knowledge crystal fragments before following. His thoughts had gone back to the missed opportunity of the Great Disk. If he could have gotten his hands on it or maybe somehow tricked Nuju into getting it for him, Ko-Metru would have been at his feet. Now it would be back to running errands. Unless, of course, he could still find a way to get the disk after Nuju found it.

Ehrye was still pondering that happy thought when Nuju stopped short. The Toa of Ice bent down to pick up an artifact, but Ehrye could not make out what it was. After a moment, Nuju turned around and held the item out. It was a small, intricate carving.

“What’s that?” Ehrye asked.

“I thought perhaps you could tell me”, said Nuju coldly. “This came from Po-Metru. It’s signed by Ahkmou the carver.

Ehrye shrugged. “So?”

“At the chute station, the attendant said he saw you talking with a Matoran before you left for the Knowledge Tower. He couldn’t remember who it was, but I think I know. It was Ahkmou, wasn’t it? That’s why there was a Po-Metru carving tool in the station. He was careless... must have been in a big hurry.”

“Okay, so it was Ahkmou”, Ehrye replied. “We’re friends. We play Akilini together sometimes. What does this have to do with -?”

“Listen to me”, Nuju said, leaning in so close that Ehrye was chilled by his frigid breath. “We are not playing AKilini now. All of Metru Nui is at stake. Now, what did Ahkmou want?”

Ehrye broke and ran. Nuju frowned and used a minimal amount of elemental power to block the alley with a wall of ice. Stymied, the Matoran turned around.

“Wrong answer”, said Nuju.

“All right. He said he wanted to carve replicas of the Great Disks as a gift for Turaga Dume. He wanted to know all about them and figured I could get information from the Knowledge Towers.”

“Is that all he said?”

“Yes”, Ehrye answered, his eyes on the ground.

Nuju could tell he was not revealing the whole truth, but there would be time to uncover it later. For now, they needed to return to Ga-Metru and meet with the other Toa. He turned and walked tpward the chute station, confident that Ehrye would be wise enough not to try to run again.

“What are you going to do about that ice wall?” the Matoran asked. “Will it melt?”

“Eventually.”

“Won’t there be questions? I mean, how many Matoran know there’s a Toa of Ice around?”

“It will give the scholars something to ponder”, said Nuju. “And before all is said and done, all of Metru Nui will know that Toa Nuju has arrived.”

Matau

Matau, Toa Metru of Air, knew all about chutes. He had been riding the transparent, magnetized protodermis tubes from place to place all his life, as had most Matoran. Living in Le-Metru, transport hub for the entire city, he had even had the chance to repair a chute or three in his time. He was quite proud of the fact that no one outside of his metru knew more about chutes than he did.

All of which made it even stranger that he was now hurtling out of control through a chute at a ridiculously high speed, heading for what would probably be a very dead end.

Outside the chute, the green-and-brown structures of Le-Metru were nothing but a blur. Matau whipped around a corner, heading for a busy junction and hoping he was not about to collide with some poor Matoran. For at least the tenth time, he tried to jump through the walls of the chute and exit. But he was thrown back yet again, slamming into the opposite wall and then picking up speed again.

“I wanted to get there quick-fast, but not this quick-fast”, he thought. He wasn’t sure how anyone could manage to seal off the walls of a chute, or whether this affected the entire metru system or just the tube he was rocketing through.

“But I can take a smart-guess. Fire-spitter was right. These disks must be important, and someone doesn’t want me to find mine.”

Matau’s mind raced almost as fast as his body through the chute. The chutes ran throughout the city, but the densest concentration was in Le-Metru. They all fed into one another. If it was only this chute that had been tampered with, then it should be possible to steer into another at the junction.

“Possible. Not healthy-safe, but possible”, he muttered.

First thing Matau had to do was slow down. He unhooked his aero slicers from his back and tried digging them into the walls of the chute to act as brakes. But whatever had made the chute resist exits also made it too tough for the slicers to pierce.

“I’m thought-planning like a Matoran still”, Matau told himself. “The tools aren’t the power. I’m a Toa-hero. I’m the power!”

The Toa Metru of Air glanced ahead. The junction was rushing up toward him, and a transport cart was heading for it from a side chute. At the rate he was moving, he would slam right into the cart. But if he could use his power to slow just a little... 

Matau was not famous for deep thought and concentration, but he managed some now. He forced his will on the air in the chute, making it form a thick cushion to lower his speed. Little by little, he could feel himself slowing, but would it be enough?

The transport cart shot through the junction. A split second later, Matau went through. Straining, he reached out and grabbed the back of the cart, letting it pull him down the side chute. The adrupt stop and change of direction almost ripped his arm out of the socket, but somehow he found the strength to hang on. It was only when he had traveled some way from his original chute that he let go and exited out the wall. Then he waited until the world around him stopped going in circles.

*

Toa Matau found himself not far from his original destination: the Ussal crab pen of the Le-Matoran named Orkahm. He decided to skip a chute and instead take the sky route via the cables that hung everywhere in Le-Metru.

Ussal pens could be found all over the metru. The carts they pulled transported goods too large or fragile for the chutes or carried Matoran who preferred to travel a little more slowly. The large crabs were specifically trained to obey the commands of their riders, although they had been known to get temperamental at times. Even from high above, it was easy to locate an Ussal crab pen by the aroma – they were not the sweetest-smelling Rahi around.

Matau dropped to the ground near one of the crab keepers. “Don’t worry-fear! It’s me, Matau. I am a Toa-hero now!”

The keeper dropped his tools in surprise. “Wow! You’ve pulled some great jokes before, Matau, but this – this tops them all.”

“This isn’t a joke”, Matau insisted. “I was given this Toa stone, and I brought it to the Great Temple, and... There isn’t time for this. I am looking to seek-find Orkahm. Have you seen him?”

“No”, the keeper said. “And I would just as soon he stays away. He’s been acting crazy. Said he found something on his route-path, but wouldn’t show it to anyone. He was going to bury-hide it. Orkahm always seemed like such a good rider. Who knew the pressure would get to him?”

Matau nodded. It would take too long to explain the situation, but he knew Orkahm had not lost his mind. The Matoran had found a Great Disk and knew someone would try to take it away from him, maybe the same someone who had sabotaged the chute. “So he’s gone?”

“He is, but his cart’s here. Why are you so interested, Matau? Planning a trick-joke on him?” the keeper said, laghing. “He already doesn’t like you. I don’t think you want to make it worse.”

Matau spotted Orkahm’s cart, sitting alone off to the side of the pens. Each rider kept a logbook of his travels during the day, and Orkahm was no exception. Matau fished it out from under the seat and flipped it open, only to discover the careful rider had written the whole thing in code.

Matau was tempted to give up. Then he reminded himself that the other Toa Metru had probably made contact with their Matoran and were waiting for him. He couldn’t show up empty-handed. Besides, finding Orkahm and the disk would prove to everyone in Le-Metru that he was a Toa-hero.

He sat down on the cart and began studying the code. Matau had known Orkahm for a long time. The Matoran was thorough, cautious, and meticulous, which made him a slow rider. Matau, on the other hand, had always been fast and reckless, which was why the two never got along. But the most important thing Matau remembered about Orkahm was that he had little immagination.

Once the Toa realized that, breaking the code was simple. Orkahm had substituted numbers for letters, but it wasn’t done in a particularly clever way. Deciphered, there were three entries, all dated the day before.

Disk hidden.

A. wants disk.

Moto-hub sector 3

“He’s deephiding in sector 3”, Matau realized. “He’s either a fool or very, very scared. Probably both.”

Matau jumped in a chute headed northeast. Sector 3 was just across one of the major protodermis canals from Ta-Metru. It had long been known for the sheer number of chute malfunctions that took place there. These were blamed on everything from poor construction to just bad luck, until repair crews sent to the area started disappearing. That was when rumors began to spread that the Morbuzakh was behind all the troubles. Since then, all repair crews traveled with Vahki escorts. Even with that, the Vahki usually returned alone. And since the security squads were incapable of speech, they couldn’t explain what had happened.

“If Orkahm wanted a place to hide, he chose a dangerous one”, Matau thought. “Unless he thinks-knows something I don’t?”

Matau leaped out of the chute at a station on the outskirts of the sector. The area had not been abandoned. There were still plenty of riders and other Matoran to be seen, hard at work. But everyone seemed to be moving very quickly and looking over their shoulders every few seconds. This part of Metru Nui wasn’t ruled by Turaga Dume or the Vahki. It was ruled by fear.

The sudden appearance of a Toa in their midst drew a lot of attention from the Le-Matoran. They crowded around, asking questions, admiring his armor, and saying that now they were sure everything would be all right. Matau was having such a good time he almost forgot why he was there.

He was reminded adruptly when a transport manager came up to him and said: “Are you looking for Orkahm?”

“Yes. How did you know?”

“He came hurry-running through here a little while ago. He said someone might be following him, and if anyone asked, not to tell them where he had gone.”

“Then why are you telling me? Not that I am sad-complaining”, said Matau.

“Because you are a Toa”, the transport manager replied. “I have seen Toa before, a long time ago, but never met one. I know the legends though – how Toa are here to protect us and keep us safe. Whatever Orkahm is doing, I don’t think he’s safe right now. Do you?”

*

Orkahm had made straight for a long-unused chute that went even deeper into sector 3. Matau was about to follow when he noticed something on the support struts beneath the chute. Something had been scratched into the solid protodermis.

Matau knelt down to take a closer look.The carving was relatively fresh, made with a short, sharp instrument. It had left behind protodermis dust in the scratchings, but not dust from the strut. This looked more like dust from Po-Metru. Carved into the strut was a single word: PUKU

Matau read it once more to make sure he wasn’t mistaken. Under ordinary circumstances, he would have dismissed this as some Matoran’s idea of fun, leaving a mark behind on a chute. Matau had done that sort of prank himself in the past, along with hundreds of others.

But this was no joke – this was a message. Puku was the name of Orkahm’s favourite Ussal crab, the one he had been riding for as long as Matau could remember. The Toa doubted Orkahm would have taken the time to scratch this in the strut.

“Someone else, then”, he said to himself. “As a code-sign?”

Without hesitating even for a moment, Matau jumped into the chute and began tp follow the trail of the missing Matoran.

*

The further one traveled into this portion of Le-Metru, the more buildings, chutes and cables seemed to crowd in. The residents were fighting a losing battle with the Morbuzakh here. It was obvious that even the Vahki were not venturing this far, because Matau spotted at least two nests of insectoid Nui-Rama on rooftops. Normally, they would have been netted and shipped off to the Archives long ago.

Matau could see the chute change direction sharply up ahead. To his trained eye, it was abvious that the chute had not been built that way. Someone had rerouted it and not done a very good job. Still, the cylinder of energy held as he tore around the corner and went flying into the air.

“Of course. Badly fix-patched chute, cut-severed end... why am I suprised?”

He landed hard amid a tangled nest of transport cables. These cables helped feed energized protodermis into the chutes and chute stations, not to mention being great fun to swing from. Matau was puzzling over how he would ever untangle them when he noticed something in the center of the tangle, looking like it had been caught in a Fikou web.

It was Orkahm!

“Rider!” Matau said. “How did you get yourself in this trap-snare?”

“I didn’t! Someone put me here!” the Matoran replied. “Now, please get me out!”

Matau worked as quickly as he could, unknotting the cables but being careful not to tighten them around Orkahm in the process. When he was done, the Matoran practically fell into his arms.

“What happened?” Matau asked. “Where is the Great Disk?”

“Not here. I wish it was! I could give it away right now, with all the trouble it has caused me”, Orkahm said, his voice filled with exhaustion. “Ever since I found it, I’ve been followed by two beings, one huge, one with four legs, not to mention having Ahkmou on my back about it. Then I got this message.”

He handed Matau a small tablet. It read:

The disk you found is vital to the security of the city. Bring it to Moto-Hub sector 3 and take the marked chute.

“But you didn’t bring the disk”, Matau said.

“I thought it might be a trick. Maybe they wanted to follow me to where it was hidden. No sooner did I get here than these cables snapped tight around me. I heard a voice say that someone would be along soon to talk to me. But no one came until you, Matau.”

“You know who I am?” Matau said, surprised.

“Of course! Only you would be foolsih enough, reckless enough, to come after me here. You were a danger to everyone on the road as a rider, and you will probably be a danger as a Toa, too. But thank you.”

For the first time in his life, Matau found he had nothing to say. It was just as well, too, for if he had spoken, he would never have heard the slithering sound coming from among the cables. He shot a look at the web only long enough to see three Morbuzakh vines working their way toward them.

“We have to get out of here!” he shouted.

Now Orkahm saw the vines, too, and was backing away. “How?” The chute only goes in one direction, and it’s too high up to jump to anyway. We’re trapped!”

“Toa-heroes are never trapped”, Matau said, doing his best to sound the way he imagined a Toa Metru should. He grabbed Orkahm and yelled: “Hang on!” as the twin aero slicers on his back began to whirl.

It wasn’t easy getting off the ground with the extra weight of Orkahm, but they managed it with barely an inch to spare. The vines wrapped themselves around the chute struts and snaked their way after the two, but by now Matau was flying too high and too fast for them to catch.

“How did you know this would work?” Orkahm asked.

“I’m a Toa-hero. This is what we do”, Matau answered. He decided it was best to keep to himself the fact that he’d had absolutely no idea whther the stunt would work and just took the chance.

“Maybe that is what being a Toa-hero is really about in the end”, he thought as he flew over Le-Metru. “Taking the chances you have to take. Doing the things no one else is able to do.”

Matau banked sharply and headed for the center of the metru. “I think I could get to like this”, he said to himself with a smile.

Onewa

Onewa, Toa of Stone, ran at full speed through the Sculpture Fields of Po-Metru. Unfortunately, full speed was not all that fast. His new body was built for strength, not sprinting.

“I need a Mask of Speed”, he muttered to himself. “If a Toa of Stone has to do this sort of thing, he needs whatever help he can get.”

He pushed the thought of masks out of his mind. He had no idea what Mask of Power he was wearing, what it might do, or even how to make it work. He hoped that eventually that would change, but for now there was no point in worrying about it. Onewa had a mission to perform, so, legs aching and heartlight flashing rapidly, he kept running.

The Sculpture Fields were home to hundreds of statues, most of them far too big to fit in even the largest Po-Metru warehouse. Onewa’s goal was one particular work of art, with a very unique feature: a Matoran named Ahkmou was sitting on top of it.

“Hey, Onewa”, the Matoran shouted. “What gets harder to catch the faster you run?”

Onewa glared at him. “My breath! You can do better than that, Ahkmou.”

“Well, hurry up and get me down from here!” the Matoran replied. “You can, can’t you?”

“Just stay there. I’ll get to you.”

As he ran, the Toa of Stone thought back to how he had ended up here. His first stop had been Ahkmou’s home, but the Matoran wasn’t there. Carvings were scattered all over the floor, furniture was thrown about. Onewa worried that Ahkmou had been kidnapped.

A visit to his workplace had turned up no sign of him either. The other carvers said that their coworker had been jumpy lately, especially after he got a visit from two strangers. One had four legs, the other was a giant, and neither looked like he was bringing good news.

Onewa frowned. The description sounded a lot like the hunter Vakama claimed to have seen, although there was no telling who the brute with him might be. Still puzzling over that, he opened Ahkmou’s carver desk. Inside, it was a jumble of items. Onewa spotted notonly Po-Metru carving tools but equipment from Ta-Metru, maps from Le-Metru, and assorted items from other parts of the city. It wasn’t illegal to have any of that, of course, but why would a Po-Metru carver need it?

“Then again, maybe it all means nothing”, Onewa thought. “The two strangers could have been some new kind of Vahki that Turaga Dume has put in service. The items in his station could be souvenirs of some kind. I mean, what are the chances Ahkmou has a Great Disk and hasn’t told everyone he knows about it already? I don’t think Vakama had a ‘vision’. I think he was just seeing things.”

There were still questions to answer, though. Onewa had stumbled on a hidden map of the Sculpture Fields on his way here. One spot was marked, and it was the very same spot at which Ahkmou was waiting now. Who wanted him to go there? And why?

Onewa reached the base of the statue. It was a very long way to the top. Taking a deep breath, he dug his two new tools, called proto pitons, into the stone and began to climb.

Ahkmou leaned over the side and watched. Then he said: “So how did you do it? Really?”

“How did I do what?”

“Make yourself look like a Toa.”

“I don’t just look like a Toa”, Onewa snapped. “I am a Toa!”

“Oh”, Ahkmou said, so quietly Onewa could barely hear him. “I see. You must be one of the six, then. And you were looking for me? Is that why you came out here?”

Onewa dragged himself a little further up the side of the statue. “Yes. I came out here because a fire spitter has been standing too close to his forge and told me I should. He said you had a Great Kanoka disk.”

Ahkmou shook his head. “I don’t know anything about any disk. I’m a carver.”

With one last effort, Onewa pulled himself to the top of the statue. He lay there, panting for a moment, before looking up at the Matoran. “So how did you get up here?”

Ahkmou stood up and backed away a few steps. Suddenly, he seemed nervous. “I – um – I just came up to...” The Matoran’s eyes went wide. “Nidhiki!”

Onewa turned around just in time to catch a fleeting glimpse of a four-legged creature on the field below, vanishing behind a statue.

“Who is –“ he began, looking back at Ahkmou. But the Matoran was gone. Onewa leaned over the side and saw Ahkmou climbing swiftly down on a series of spikes wedged into the statue.

“Hey! Come back here!” the Toa shouted, but Ahkmou was already leaping from statue to statue, heading for the exit from the field.

Onewa gave a growl of frustration and started after him. He had just begun the climb down when he noticed something carved into the top of the statue. It read: PO-METRU CHUTE 445.

“All right then, Ahkmou”, the Toa of Stone said to himself. “I may not be as fast as you, but now I know where you’re going.”

Getting out of the Sculpture Fields would be a great deal harder than getting into them had been, that much Onewa was sure of. The ground between his location and the exit was unstable, thanks to years of tilling the soil to recycle protodermis. Half the statues were sinking, and the other half had already disappeared in the marshy ground. Normally, only hopping from one sculpture to another would make for a safe exit.

Onewa paused halfway down the makeshift ladder and began whirling his proto piton. “Toa don’t hop”, he said. “Not when they can do this.”

As smoothly as if he had been doing it for years, Onewa slung the piton toward another statue. The edge of the sharp tool caught the stone and held. After testing it with a few tugs, Onewa stepped off the climbing spikes and swung through the air.

He looped in a wide arc around the sculpture, even as he readied his other piton. At the apex of his swing, he tossed the second piton and watched it bite into another culpture. “Yes!” he bellowed, smiling. “Who needs chutes? This is the way a Toa should travel!”

*

Ahkmou elbowed his way through the crowd at Chute Station 445. This was the busiest station in all of Po-Metru, linking as it did to all other districts. Getting through it was a nightmare. Ahkmou knew that was most likely the reason he had been directed here. In this mob, anything could happen, and no one would ever notice.

“Well, this is one Matoran who doesn’t intend to mysteriously disappear”, he thought. “I’m catching the next chute, and then let them try and find me.”

Ahkmou felt only one twinge of regret as he headed for the chute to Ta-Metru. He had hoped to somehow get his hands on the Po-Metru Great Disk before he left. But when Toa Onewa showed up, running suddenly seemed like a better idea.

“At least I lost that big Akilini-head”, he grumbled. Then he cast a quick glance to make sure Onewa hadn’t followed him. “Why anyone would make him a Toa, I can’t –“

Still searching the crowd for Onewa, Ahkmou slammed right into a pair of pillars and fell over. He sat up, bruised himself off, and was about to snarl something about idiots putting pillars in the middle of a chute station when he noticed something very disturbing.

They weren’t pillars. They were legs.

Toa Metru legs.

Ahkmou looked up into the smiling face of Onewa. “Going somewhere?” the Toa asked.

“Just – just back to work”, Ahkmou stammered. “Can’t, um, spend all day sitting on statues, you know.”

“That’s funny”, Onewa replied, gesturing to the nearby chute. “I didn’t know they had moved your carver’s table to Ta-Metru.”

The Toa reached down and gently grabbed Ahkmou, lifting him into the air. “Why don’t we try this again? Hello, Ahkmou. Where are you going? Why did someone leave a note for you on top of a sculpture? And where is the Great Disk?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about! Put me down!” Ahkmou shouted.

Onewa noticed a Vahki responding to the disturbance. The crowd parted to let the security enforcer through. He considered just bolting with the Matoran, but sudden movements would be sure to provoke a pursuit, and there wasn’t time for that.

For his part, Ahkmou had not even noticed the Vahki. His attention was riveted by the sudden appearance of Nidhiki, who was watching the action from a shadowy corner of the station with a sinister grin on his face. The Matoran frantically weighed the choice between an angry Toa or a smiling, four-legged hunter and found it wasn’t any choice at all.

“Okay, tell you what”, Ahkmou said quickly. “I’ll help you find the Great Disk, but we have to go now. Understand? Now!”

Onewa glanced at the Vahki, who was still a short distance away. When he looked over his shoulder to make sure the other direction was clear, he spotted Nidhiki withdrawing into the shadows. The Toa’s eyes narrowed at the sight of him.

“Sure, Ahkmou”, Onewa said quietly. “I think I do understand.”

Search For The Great Disks

“One of them is lying.”

Vakama’s words were hard, but his tone was very soft. The Toa were sitting in the shadow of the Great Temple, sharing tales of their adventures. When the stories were finished, it didn’t take a vision to know something was very wrong.

“What’s that you’re whisper-saying, fire-spitter?” asked Matau.

Vakama glanced at the six Matoran, who were standing off the side and looking uncomfortable. “It’s just – look at what happened. We went out looking for six Matoran, and each of them was gone. They were lured away and promised whatever they wanted most in return for a Great Disk. Meanwhile, we ran into ‘accidents’ and sabotage every step of the way. Someone didn’t want us to find them.”

“And you think one of the Matoran betrayed the others?” asked Nuju. “What about that four-legged monster and his friend? Couldn’t they be behind all of this?”

Vakama hesitated. Nokama leaned over and said: “Go ahead, Vakama. Tell us.”

“I’ve seen the four-legged one before”, Vakama said quietly. “His power and his rage were... frightening. I don’t think he would bother with such elaborate methods to lure the Matoran. He would have just taken them.”

“But which one can it be?” Nokama asked. “They all knew where to find a Great Disk. They all had reasons to dislike one of us. If anything, we have too many clues: notes from Ahkmou to Vhisola, notes from Vhisola to Tehutti, Ta-Metru tools, Le-Metru chute maps. Where do we start?”

“You are looking at what they have in common, Nokama”, said Whenua. “When an archivist is trying to solve a mystery of the past, he looks for what is uncommon, out of place. What is difrerent about one of them?”

Nuju frowned. “Old methods won’t solve this, historian.”

“No, Whenua has a point”, said Nokama. “For example, each of the Matoran recognized us as Toa Metru. Someone must have told them we had transformed. But none of them ever referred to six Toa, did they? Each Matoran only seemed to know about the Toa from his or her own metru. So maybe –“

“You’re wrong”, cut in Onewa. “I didn’t mention it before. I didn’t think it was important. But when I talked to Ahkmou on top of the sculpture, he said something odd. He said: ‘You must be one of the six’. And he seemed to know our four-legged friend. He called him by name – Nidhiki.”

All eyes went to the Po-Matoran, who was standing apart from the others. “From what you said, Onewa, Ahkmou was the only one who lied about knowing the location of a Great Disk”, said Nuju. “All the others practically bragged about it.”

“Ahkmou’s name was on the note to Vhisola”, said Nokama.

“There was protodermis dust from Po-Metru near the sabotaged vat controls”, said Vakama.

“Ahkmou was asking Ehrye about the Great Disks”, added Nuju.

“Orkahm said Ahkmou need-wanted his disk very badly”, said Matau.

“And Ahkmou knew about Nui-Jaga, enough to use the idea of one to lure Tehutti to the Archives”, finished Whenua.

There was a long, uncomfortable silence, finally broken by Nokama. “Do you think...? Why would he do that?”

“I say we ask him”, said Onewa, rising. “And then we haul him to the Vahki.”

“No!” snapped Vakama. “We mustn’t!”

“Fire-spitter, I am getting tired of you giving orders”, Onewa growled, taking a step toward the Toa of Fire. “Who made you leader? Maybe it’s time we found out just which is more powerful, fire or stone!”

Nokama stood and placed herself between them. “Stop it! Metru Nui is in danger. This is no time to fight among ourselves!”

“If you had something besides rocks in your head, carver, you would understand”, said Whenua. “Even if Ahkmou is the traitor, he is still the only one who knows where the Po-Metru disk is hidden. We need him. But if you feel like you can’t keep an eye on him, well, I –“

“Listen, you dusty librarian, I found him, and I can keep him in line!” snapped Onewa. “At least until I have the Great Disk in my hands.”

“Our job has just begun”, said Nokama. “If Ahkmou has betrayed Metru Nui, he is a danger to us all, and so is that Nidhiki. Maybe they are working together, or maybe not, but we must beware of both.”

“Or maybe they need to beware of us”, answered Onewa.

“Nokama is right”, said Vakama. “We have to find the Great Disks before it’s too late. And we have to keep an eye on all the Matoran while we’re doing it. The Morbuzakh is not our only enemy.”

Their conversation was interrupted by the ugly sound of a protodermis structure snapping in two. They turned to see Morbuzakh vines hauling the broken remains of a small Ga-Metru temple into the sea.

“As if we need more than one, with that thing around”, said Onewa. “Let’s go. We have disks to find and a really nasty weed to rip out by the roots.”

*

Vakama traveled to the Fire Pits of Ta-Metru with Onewa, Nuhrii, and Ahkmou. He had followed a sign that Nokama deciphered from the inscriptions in the Great Temple about the artifacts; these related to Vakama that to acquire the Great Disk of Ta-Metru, he must "embrace the root of fire." He and Nuhrii both knew well of what the passage spoke: the Fire Pits of Ta-Metru, six great craters that were the source of the fires that powered the forges of Ta-Metru.

During the course of the journey, Onewa was attacked by a Morbuzakh vine, which Vakama combated with a freezing Disk. The Matoran fled during the confrontation, and Nidhiki appeared, rendering the Toa unconscious. The two Toa were sent into a Protodermis Reclamation Furnace. Vakama regained consciousness in light of their dire circumstances, and absorbed the flames of the Furnace in desperation, narrowly evading an early doom. Nidhiki, however, was long gone.  Exiting the Furnace, the Toa found the Matoran once more.

At their arrival in the Fire Pits, Vakama and Nuhrii snuck in, while Onewa caused a diversion for the Nuurakh Vahki that were guarding the field. Nuhrii directed Vakama to one of the wide depressions, in which they discovered Ta-Metru's Great Disk wedged in a splinter of the Pit's sheer wall. Vakama retrieved it swiftly, but two Morbuzakh vines emerged from the fires. Nuhrii was able to use the spent Vakama's last Kanoka, one empowered with the Reconstitute at Random ability. The disk transformed the vines, temporarily stalling them. Vakama and Nuhrii seized the opportunity and climbed out. As the vines raised from the pit, now a horrible fanged monster, they were consumed again by the fires of the pit erupted at that moment. Resolving to not look back, Vakama and Nuhrii escaped with the Great Disk.

Vakama and the Matoran left the heat of their home once more and proceeded to Po-Metru with Onewa. They made way to the Sculpture Fields in hopes of discovering the next Disk by seeking a "mountain in balance." Although delayed by a beast known as the Tunneler, the Toa came to observe a statue that had the appearance of an upside-down pyramid, in perfect peace and equilibrium. Onewa climbed the sculpture and sighted the prize. He removed the Disk as the artistic statue fell in his direction, the massive collapse which he survived. The four returned to the Great Temple with two of the ancient objects in their possession.

Whenua and Nuju, provided only with the riddle that "no door must be left unopened," journeyed to the Archives of Onu-Metru in search of the Onu-Metru Great Disk. Although there were thousands of doors and passages in the Archives, Tehutti knew at what sub-level the Disk awaited them. They proceeded into the level of Tehutti's choice, and encountered all manner of beasts: a titan Ussal Crab, Frost Leeches, a fearsome Two-Headed Tarakava, and a shape-shifting creature that took on the appearance of its own chamber. After a length of time in the hollows of the Archives, the team discovered the Onu-Metru Great Disk in a supply closet.

At their success, the Toa and Matoran proceeded to Nuju's home of Ko-Metru. Within the chilled and lofty city, they called on many of the Knowledge Towers in search of the Great Disk, remembering the clue, "In Ko-Metru, find where sky and ice are joined." Tehutti and Ehrye were left behind in the Toa's quest, largely because Tehutti had been struck by a Keerakh, Vahki of the Metru, and had lost all sense of time and space.

With the knowledge that the Keerakh machines infamously wait at their target's destination instead of giving chase, the Toa arrived at the Knowledge Tower that held the Great Disk by following the enforcement squad's maneuvers. They traveled throughout the Metru, evading the Keerakh and swinging from the heights by ice cable. Near the completion of their mission, Whenua caused a great diversion for the Vahki in the streets by tunneling through the ground while Nuju retrieved the Great Disk from an icicle of one of the Metru's highest Knowledge Towers. The team went their separate ways after the victory, but soon returned to Ga-Metru.

From the Great Temple, Nokama, Matau, Vhisola, and Orkahm headed for the main portion of Ga-Metru. The group was soon halted, however, by the sight of an assembly of Ga-Matoran under the influence of the Bordakh, Vahki squads of the city. Matau diverted their attention through his flight, and the others swiftly left. They regrouped at a small dam of the Protodermis Canal, and to avoid the further attention of the Vahki, they decided to swim the streams.

They discovered the spill gate to already be open when they tried to release it, and a flood of Liquid Protodermis swept through, utterly forcing them down and sweeping them through the canal. Nokama's skill at swimming saved Matau, who had began to drown. They trekked back toward the north-east, to the Great Temple, bearing the passage, "In Ga-Metru, go beyond the depths of Toa before."

Vhisola knew that it related the depths beneath the Great Temple. Nokama went below the great dome, but while she was absent in her exploration beneath it, Matau and the two Matoran were reprimanded by Bordakh. Nokama indeed found the Ga-Metru Great Disk in the deep end of the sea--for it was wedged between two upturned, jagged formations. She claimed it and began swimming away, having no knowledge that the twin outcroppings had in fact been the great maw of a massive Rahi of legend.

Matau hurled the Vahki into the sea as Nokama burst from the water with the Disk. The great Rahi that had been following her ascent collided with the Vahki, and was gone. Nokama, Matau, Orkahm, and Vhisola swiftly departed with their prize before the Bordakh enforcements could regain their senses.

Far south in Le-Metru, Orkahm led the way to the appointed resting place of the Great Disk. They did not find it there. Matau was confused because their riddle read 'The Great Disk of Le-Metru will be all around you when you find it'. Orkahm revealed that it must be in a Force Sphere, a bubble of magnetic energy that had, in a time past, curled in upon itself. The dangerous anomaly would draw in anything that passed by it into a swirling vortex of energy. Eventually and at any time, it would implode, taking sphere and everything it contained.

Matau employed a Chute map in an attempt to figure where the thing should be. He realized it to be coming through 'the Notch', a great tangle of Chutes that was created long before anyone had tried to organize the Chute System. Matau believed it would slow for the Notch's sector, allowing him to exit, so he plunged in when the Force Sphere flew past his position. He made a few blind attempts, but he managed to locate the Great Kanoka Disk in a whirl of flying objects and tools that were also trapped within the sphere.

Too late, both the Toa Metru of Air and Orkahm suddenly realized that the sphere would not slow for the Notch. Rather, it would then choose to implode, taking the Chutes and Matau with it. Unable to break free of the Force Sphere, Matau forcefully called on his Air powers to bring a vortex of wind into being. The raging gales blasted him out of the sphere before the collapse. Now with the two Great Disks between them, the four proceeded to the Great Temple.

The Morbuzakh

Vakama and Onewa were halted near the Great Temple by a squad of scouting Bordakh. Despite his great fear of the Vahki, Nuhrii told the Bordakh that he had seen the Toa Metru on the opposite coast of the city, and they had caused trouble and stopped work. The Bordakh turned away at the report, and the two Toa peacefully gained access to the temple. There, they met with the others and held council.

Using their knowledge gained from Ehrye, Vhisola, and Nuhrii, the Toa Metru deduced that the Morbuzakh's King Root would be in the volcanic heat of the Great Furnace. They decided to travel to Ta-Metru together, as well as bring the six Matoran with them. Their journey was truly covert, but when they arrived, they were nearly exposed by a Vahki squad. The group concealed themselves in an abandoned forge until Nokama noticed objects falling from the ceiling.

She peered up, only to find thousands of Morbuzakh seeds sprouting. As the shells landed about them, vines burst from within, and groped to entangle the Matoran and Toa Metru. Nuju managed to tear at the vines with a dagger of ice and used it to free the others. The Toa fled to the building's exterior, where they were forced to bring the structure down.

Soon thereafter, they arrived at the gargantuan shape of the Great Furnace itself, where they indeed found small, young vines snaking out of the gate. At first, they wondered why the King Root would leave them so unprotected, but at the thought, thorns sprung from the walls. The Matoran were cut off from escape.

Tehutti remembered a teaching he had learned in the Archives: how to merge into a being known as the Matoran Nui. He instructed the other Matoran in light of the situation, and they combined their bodies, creating a being of Toa stature. The great Matoran fusion knocked away the Morbuzakh vines and brought down the door to the interior of the furnace. As the Matoran Nui departed the structure, the villagers separated, and Ahkmou retreated into the shadows.

Inside the Great Furnace, the Toa Metru discovered the chamber of the King Root, and learned that it was intelligent and capable of telepathy. It freely told them its plot of dominance over the city, and its purpose to drive the Matoran to the center of the island. It would make the Matoran slaves of the Morbuzakh and its kind. The Toa Metru then attacked the creature amid the broiling heat and flames.

After fighting the King Root for some time, they unleashed the power of the Great Disks, and the new energies enveloped the King Root and separated it from the rest of the plant. The Toa Metru took flight as the King Root was destroyed, for its union with the Furnace began to collapse the structure. All across Metru Nui, the Morbuzakh vines withered away as the King Root died. Triumphant in their first great quest, the Toa Metru turned to the Coliseum, where they would show that they were indeed heroes of Metru Nui.

The Leak

On their journey to the Coliseum in the center of Metru Nui, the Toa Metru encountered a troubled Onu-Matoran named Nuparu. It was he who told Whenua what he had seen when he had gone below the Archives. The Matoran related that he had hoped to find armored elements from Rahkshi for use in his latest innovations, but discovered instead a great leak in the heavy walls that protected the Archives from the ocean. If the leak was allowed to progress, the Archives would surely be flooded.

The Toa brusquely turned aside to the Fikou Web, a place nicknamed thus due to the great spread of maintenance tunnels that lay beneath the main Archives. Whenua led the team on the tramp downward, and as they descended, the Toa were confronted by two Rahkshi with the powers of Weather and Insect Control. They defeated one of the creatures, but the other escaped when Vakama and Nokama attacked simultaneously, to the effect of bringing forth a cloud of vapor.

Not knowing that they were being watched, the Toa Metru continued. At the boundaries of the Fikou Web, the team split up in order to cover more ground. During that time, Nokama was attacked by the Rahkshi of Insect Control that had fled earlier. During the renewed battle, Nokama witnessed the Rahkshi open its armored shell, and to her amazement, there was no Kraata within. The Toa Metru of Water eventually fell unconscious in the battle, and when she awoke, the Rahkshi was gone.

Then Vakama met and spoke with "Nokama" who proceeded to attack and defeat him. Onewa was molested by "Vakama". Matau faced "Onewa" who somehow used the power of fire as well as stone. Whenua was the last to be attacked and defeated like his teammates.

The Toa Metru reunited, only to soon engage in a great fight amongst themselves, for each came to believe that another had betrayed them. In the ensuing chaos, Vakama very nearly killed Nokama, believing her to be the traitor. His violence was stopped by Onewa, and after Nuju's counsel they stopped fighting and attempted to set the situation aright.

Whenua then appeared and told them that their assailant was a shape-shifting Rahi called Krahka, a creature that could assume the full power of whomever she impersonated. Krahka wished to drive the Toa from her domain by turning themselves upon each other. Although Whenua suggested their departure, the Toa Metru, in the end, decided to confront this threat.

Whenua led them on, and they soon beheld a bridge spanning a chasm of Stone Rats. Vakama first started across the bridge when a Rahkshi of Density Control appeared and broke the overpass. The Rat-like Rahi below began to climb the remnants of the shattered bridge, towards the Toa Metru of Fire. In that moment, Vakama nearly sacrificed himself, but was saved by the agility of Matau. In the process, the Air Toa also rid the area of the threat of the Rahkshi.

Whenua brought them through a dark tunnel after all had crossed the ominous chasm. In the ensuing darkness of the passages, the Toa were one by one spirited away by Rahkshi, until only Nokama and Whenua remained. At that moment, Whenua revealed himself to be the beast that they sought, Krahka. She then left Nokama to combat three Rahkshi. The Toa of Water glimpsed a leak during the fight and used one of the Rahkshi's electricity powers to defeat two of the creatures. Then, Nokama summoned enough Water energy to down the third. It was she who found and rescued each of her vanished companions. Together once more, the Toa Metru set out to discover their comrade Whenua.

In yet another winding tunnel, the five found themselves surrounded by Lava Eels. Vakama assured them that the Eels would be of no threat unless agitated, and almost in answer, a quake rocked the tunnel at that moment. In self defense, the Lava Eels lit up with heat. The Toa seized hold of a present Protodermis pipe, just before the Eels burnt through the ground.

Beneath them, the Toa Metru beheld a massive Rahi pacing to and fro--it was a great beast that they would later discover to be the Tahtorak. Nuju scouted ahead and found Krahka's lair, with Whenua fastened to the ceiling.

Krahka, in the guise of Nokama, encased the spying Nuju in bonds of stone. Sensing danger, the remaining team set a trap for the Rahi, who indeed returned as Nuju. The Toa Metru managed to trick Krahka into revealing herself, but she escaped, swiftly taking on the form of a lava eel. The Toa began to dig a great tunnel to the surface, and made sure to create a cacophony of noise to attract Krahka's attention once more. She came again, this time in the form of a creature of smoke, and brought the Toa Metru back to her lair.

There, she revealed her intelligence and desire for Metru Nui. The Toa freed their two friends, and began their confrontation with Krahka. She became a combination of all six of the Toa in an attempt to harness all of their power. Krahka became confused, however, by the logic and mind of six separate beings, but she was still able to fight. Nokama goaded the being further, and played her simple intellect, relating to Krahka that if she did as she threatened to Metru Nui, the beings above would flee. She would be above nothing.

The Toa Metru were victorious over Krahka in the end, but she escaped once again in the shape of a Lava Eel. Vakama was capable of averting her flight, but chose to let her go. He knew that she was only defending her home, and turned from the thought of stooping to her vindictiveness. The Toa Metru at last sealed the cracks that they originally set out to find, and returned to the surface of the city.

The Great Cataclysm

In the great tower of the Coliseum, Turaga Dume was watching a game of Matoran Akilini when the Toa Metru entered, as yet unacknowledged by the elder. The sport was halted, and the Toa walked onto the sandy arena floor, displaying the Great Kanoka Disks. The Matoran cheered, but Dume was taken aback when he saw Vakama, now a Toa. Although the Toa Metru showed Dume the Great Disks, the head of Metru Nui simply affirmed "Toa must prove themselves with deeds, not simple gifts..."

Angered, the Toa surrendered their Disks to Vakama, for they had had complete faith that they would prove to Dume that they were Toa. The Turaga requested them to cross the circular arena, the segmented floor of which began to shift dangerously. The Toa Metru soon entered into a struggle to pass across, and there they fell, as their elemental powers had been exhausted and their mask powers were still inaccessible. Dume ordered for the stadium to cease its undulations.

Jeers from the contemptuous Matoran met the Toa, and Dume called them impostors, concluding that they must be responsible for the Toa Lhikan's disappearance. Vakama witnessed Nidhiki and Krekka emerge to stand next to Dume, and then realized that the elder had betrayed his city. The Turaga ordered the Vahki to seize the Toa, and the arena floor changed into the likeness of a whirlpool. Onewa, Whenua and Nuju were forcefully drawn to the center, but Vakama, Nokama and Matau managed to desperately topple an old statue of Lhikan to obstruct the Vahki's approach, and then fled.

The three Toa Metru ran out of the Coliseum and swiftly boarded a Chute, with Nidhiki and Krekka in pursuit. The Toa forsook the transport in Ga-Metru, but the Bordakh were aware of their departure and trapped them on top of a Chute support tower. There, a Bordakh caused Nokama to defect with its staff power, and she became a tool of the Vahki. She pushed Vakama off of the tower, and expressed newfound hostility to her remaining companion.

Vakama would have perished, but his thoughts activated his tool, the Kanoka Disk Launcher, that he had fastened onto his back. At that moment, the launcher became a make-shift means of flight, and saved Vakama's life. He flung spare Shrink Kanoka at the Vahki lurking below, downing them.

Matau and Nokama struggled on heights of the tower, and Nokama plummeted. Vakama caught her in the skies above the city, and the shock released her from the Vahki's influence. Matau managed to flee, and led the remaining enforcers through a Chute. A squadron of the violent Vorzakh had already demolished a portion of the transport ahead, but Matau slipped out while his pursuers flew by him and out of the broken Chute. The three Toa fled to Le-Metru.

Under the eyes of the Rorzakh, Onewa, Whenua, and Nuju were escorted away from the Coliseum, to the Prison of the Dark Hunters. During the journey, the Toa planned amongst themselves to flee at a certain time, but none realized that Whenua was under the influence of the Rorzakh's staff. When they agreed on their flight, the Rorzakh knowingly followed. The Toa soon found themselves in the prison and made way to escape when the Rorzakh bolted them in. They were trapped.

Matau, Vakama, and Nokama arrived in Le-Metru's district and there sneaked into a cargo Airship to counsel. They were aware of the fact that the Vahki patrolled the streets, but not the city's Airships. Inside the craft, Vakama revealed that the Morbuzakh was indeed just a diversion for something greater, and stated that Lhikan likely suspected some-such thing, but never had a chance to warn them before he was captured. While deep in conversation, none of the three Toa noted the Vahki Nuurakh present in the Airship. Though they were assailed unawares, the Vahki were defeated. It was then however that Nidhiki and Krekka broke into the ship.

Neither of the mysterious Hunters proved a serious threat there, as Vakama was able to teleport Krekka away from the Airship, and Nidhiki was also forced into retreat. Vakama and Matau then used their powers of flight to take Nokama out of the airship, which was over Ta-Metru at the moment.

Once safely grounded once again, Vakama received a terrible vision depicting himself pitted against a twisted being. The other Toa already lay defeated before his feet. The being seized Vakama with a hand of Shadow and began to smother him. Suddenly, his freedom returned, and he stood in another place, trapped, hanging from a great web. The spindly quadruped, Nidhiki, appeared to speak with him. Again, Vakama witnessed a shift, and he then found himself within Nuhrii's chamber, where Lhikan spoke to him as a free Toa. Lhikan counseled him in the paths that lay ahead, but soon left Vakama within a dank cavern. Dume now walked with him, and took him to a place overcome with a titanic web. Vakama's fellow Toa emerged from the strings and only pronounced him a traitor. Vakama suddenly beheld his own image in a mirror-like stone, but his mask was twisted to that of a monster.

Vakama awoke at the urging of Nokama, but did not reveal his vision. Soon after the shaking vision, the Metru began to rumble in a tumultuous noise. The Tahtorak emerged from the ground, and demanded an answer to an unspecified question. The nearby Toa could not ease the beast's odd query, and had no choice but to combat the destructive, speaking Rahi.

The Toa fought the Tahtorak valorously, but were beaten away. Matau attempted to draw the Rahi's attention so that Vakama could launch a Kanoka Disk. The Tahtorak grappled a chimney and hurled it at Matau, but the Toa Metru of Air easily out flew the projectile's path. Vakama fired a disk at last, but it did not affect the great beast. Vakama suddenly had an idea. The Tahtorak was a very strong Rahi, and also of great weight. Grievous damage had already been done to the ground under it. Vakama had three Weakening Disks left, and he gave one to Nokama and Matau and told them what to do. The three Toa then threw their disks at the street, and collapsed it. The Tahtorak soon helplessly plunged below, as the ground was now too weak to hold it.

Vakama, Matau, and Nokama boarded a Chute to Ko-Metru. Nidhiki and Krekka, however, still in chase of the fugitives, forced a Chute manager, Kongu, to reverse the flow of the Chute system. Kongu did so on pain of death, although he feared the Chutes' destruction because of the action. Kongu's apprehension never came to pass, and inside the Chutes, the three Toa realized that they were traveling backwards, and wasting valuable time. Nokama grabbed a Chute support ring with her Hydro Blades and Vakama and Matau grabbed hold. Matau then cut a way out of the reversed transport, where they ponderously hung in space.

Vakama suddenly experienced another vision, concerning Lhikan's Spirit Star. He quickly woke from it however, and saw a Chute support tower nearby, getting an idea. He asked Nokama if they could go there, and presently Nokama began to swing back and forth. She loosed her hold on the Chute and all three Toa, still grasping each other, flew towards the support tower. Nokama clung to it with her Blades. Matau released himself and used his Aero Slicers to glide down, and they reached the ground safely. 

There, Vakama examined the Great Disks while Nokama and Matau conversed. To his interest, he discovered that the Disks could be manually fused together. He merged them all and witnessed the Disk of Time take shape. He then knew that he was near the secret to the creation of the Mask of Time. Nokama and Matau came to him, and Vakama told them of the vision regarding Lhikan's Spirit Star. They themselves saw it in the sky above them, drifting towards Po-Metru. The three Toa then stowed aboard a Vahki Transport, bound for Po-Metru.

Onewa, Whenua, and Nuju were still striving to escape their imprisonment. As they forfeited their endeavors, a Turaga emerged from the shadows. He simply told them that they could easily get out, but they needed to activate their Kanohi. Under the instruction of the strange figure, the three Toa began a journey of self-discovery.

In the scuttling Vahki transport, Vakama, Nokama, and Matau discovered a multitude of eerie, spherical storage containers. Vakama inspected one, but was blinded by the vision of a Ga-Matoran sealed within a container, her eyes gleaming a crimson hue. Vakama awoke from his reverie traumatized, and opened one of the containers, revealing it to be coldly metallic and indeed empty. When the Vahki Transport reached an Assembler's Village, the three Toa jumped out and began to search for clues concerning Lhikan's current location. The village, however, was deserted.

Suddenly, Krekka appeared and attacked the Toa from out of the darkening night. Nokama's Hydro Blades protected the Toa until they found cover. The bold Matau, however, charged at Krekka's hulking figure, only to have Nidhiki suddenly appear and trap the Toa Metru of Air in a web of binding energy. Vakama and Nokama went to the aid of their friend when suddenly the earth started to shake. A great herd of Kikanalo swept through the field, and the Dark Hunters fled. 

The Toa were in dire straits then, for the Kikanalo believed them to be enemies. They ran without a clear path, until suddenly the mask on Nokama's face, the Great Rau, began to glow. To the dismay of her brothers, she halted and turned to face the rampaging beasts. The Kikanalo suddenly stopped and fell quiet. Nokama had learned her Mask Power, and it allowed her to converse with the Rahi. Vakama and Matau came to Nokama and learned from her that Lhikan had been taken into a canyon nearby. At the Kikanalo's consent, the Toa crossed the twilit plains of Po-Metru upon the backs of their new partners, and came ever nearer to the place of Lhikan's captivity.

In the Prison of the Dark Hunters, Whenua and Onewa ceased their work and had begun to argue, as they were frustrated with the trivial tasks given them by their Turaga. It was then that Onewa's mask activated, and he commanded Whenua to sit down, which the Toa did. Onewa had discovered his Mask of Mind Control, while Nuju had also been suddenly enlightened with his Kanohi Matatu. With his mental force, Nuju tore down a wall of the prison and created a wall between his arguing friends. At the revelation, the three Toa regrouped and escaped through the new hole with the mysterious elder.

Vakama, Matau, and Nokama had found a strange entrance to a region where they suspected Lhikan to be held, though an army of Zadakh was guarding it. The Toa and the Kikanalo confronted them while Matau, with his steed, separated to deal with the two Dark Hunters nearby. Matau then gained the use of his Mahiki, and, to his own amusement, used its power to confuse the Dark Hunters. The two mystified Hunters only saw Matau riding away on the Kikanalo. With the Zadakh defeated, the Toa Metru trekked into the cavern, and before parting, the Kikanalo covered their tracks by bringing down the entrance. However, Nivawk, Dume's favored Rahi and his eyes throughout Metru Nui, beheld all that had happened and flew south to his Turaga. At the tidings, Dume summoned all of the Matoran of Metru Nui to convene in the Coliseum.

Whenua, Nuju, Onewa, and the Turaga had taken a shortcut through the tunnels while lodged in the mouth of a Troller, a beast which Onewa commanded with his Kanohi Komau. During their journey, Whenua found his mask's power: the power of Night Vision. He led the group through the dark tunnels of their passage peacefully for a time, when a Vahki suddenly seized him. 

The Vahki, however, swiftly returned to the emerald, laughing form of Matau. After the Toa Metru of Air revealed himself, Vakama and Nokama appeared, and the Toa Metru were united again. They exchanged their tales and information, and then the previously silent elder revealed himself to be Turaga Lhikan. With Vakama's apparent joy at his rescue, Lhikan expressed his disappointment when the Toa Metru of Fire related to him his conviction that Lhikan was the heart of Metru Nui, the heart that he himself had spoken of. Lhikan then explained that the Matoran were heart of Metru Nui, and the dismayed Vakama left the others, deeply questioning himself. Nokama tried to lift his spirits, but Lhikan held her back, for Vakama had to discover for himself his destiny.

Vakama saw several pods, the same that he had seen before in the Vahki Transport. He touched one of the pods and it opened, and to his alarm, it revealed a comatose Turaga Dume. Vakama suddenly realized that Lhikan's theory of a false Dume was true, and somebody foreign was behind the city's agenda. A group of Vahki then came from the depths of the tunnel and towards the Toa. In their existing situation, the Toa could not save Dume, but they vowed to return. 

The seven ran away from the Vahki and entered a chamber. Whenua closed the gate, but it would not hold back the Vahki for long. Vakama saw a Vahki Transport which they could use in escape, but a host of Lohrak assailed them before any action could be taken. Vakama gestured that enough of their Elemental Powers had then returned from their previous battles, and the Toa called on them to defeat the Lohrak. They swiftly boarded the transport, and set it in motion just before the Vahki stormed in. The Toa Metru escaped the underground tunnels with the help of Whenua's Tools and made their way to the Coliseum without delay, preparing for the confrontation with the false Turaga Dume. They noticed with dread as they observed the empty city that the ancient legend of the Great Shadow was coming to pass in their time.

Within the Coliseum, the false Dume spoke to the Matoran, and he ordered the vast assembly to settle into the provided Pods. Under the supervision of the Vahki, the puzzled Matoran did as instructed, after which the enforcers removed the occupied canisters and placed them beneath the great building. 

The Toa Metru arrived only after the fulfillment of Dume's wish. They confronted the false Dume, but learned nothing of significance from the being until he removed the Kiril, Dume's chosen mask. To their shock and the dismay of Lhikan, he revealed himself to be the Makuta known as Teridax (though the Toa only knew the being as "Makuta"). He then cast the Great Shadow, the eclipse that brought Metru Nui to darkness and brought forth the Great Cataclysm.

A fearsome earthquake shook the Matoran Universe as the Great Spirit Mata Nui fell into slumber and crashed onto the surface of Aqua Magna and the twin suns of Metru Nui were extinguished. Voya Nui reeled from the Southern Continent, and came to rest in the Endless Ocean above, Turaga Jovan died in the process. Axonn and Brutaka both survived the Great Cataclysm. Unfortunately for Axonn though, the events of the Great Cataclysm triggered a crisis of conscience in Brutaka, who began to believe that Mata Nui had betrayed his people. While Axonn firmly clung to the correct belief that Mata Nui had been cast into slumber but might one day reawaken to restore order to the universe, Brutaka began to lose heart. 

Mata Nui’s body punctured, seawater began to fall into the body of the Great Spirit and began to fill up Karda Nui, where the raging storms had ceased. Far away within the blackness of the Pit, the walls were broken, and those prisoners within that didn’t die were set free to roam the sea. Tuyet was among the prisoners who perished when the Great Cataclysm shattered the Pit. Some escapees would later claim she fought beside Hydraxon, trying to stop the inmates from fleeing, while others insisted she was looking to break out herself and just got unlucky.The ancient jailer of the Pit, Hydraxon, perished at the hands of an ex-warlord called Takadox.

Most grievous of all, the tremors reduced much of Metru Nui to ruin. The Archives were destroyed and the Rahi within escaped. The great hub of Le-Metru, its vast cables and Chutes, fell to the destructive forces, and became a mechanized jungle of chaos. Ga-Metru's schools were ravaged by the quake as well, and the experiments labs were released to wander in the night. The Temple of the Great Spirit, the most sacred structure of Metru Nui, was injured. Much of Ta-Metru was overcome with molten Protodermis and the Ko-Metru Knowledge Towers fell to ruin. 

As Teridax consumed the power of the city, Whenua used his Kanohi Ruru to discover the Matoran Pods beneath the Coliseum's floor. The Toa Metru swiftly used their Vahki Transport to arrive there, and they attached six of the pods to the transport and began their retreat to find a safe haven, with the remaining Vahki and the Dark Hunters in pursuit.

Outside the shaking Coliseum, Nidhiki and Krekka assaulted the transport. Krekka attacked the driver, Matau, while Nidhiki threatened Lhikan. Nuju came between them, however, as Onewa employed his Mask of Power to make Krekka leap onto Nidhiki, so that the two of them fell from the transport and were left behind. The Dark Hunters, along with the stray Nivawk, were then absorbed into Teridax.

The Toa moved at full speed through Ga-Metru to the Great Temple, in order to find protection for the Matoran. A small army of Vahki Bordakh were guarding it, however, and when they saw the Toa's rapid approach, they began to unleash the powers of their staffs. With no further choice, the Toa drove the transport off the Temple's bridge and fell through the unnatural night to the tumultuous sea below. The Toa nearly paid a dreadful cost for their desperate maneuver, but the transport emerged from the waters, as the Matoran Spheres kept it afloat. The Toa began to sail towards the Great Barrier looming afar off in the distance. During the voyage, the idle Vakama stayed on the deck, and at last crafted the Kanohi Vahi from the Disk of Time. At its completion, he beheld another vision, and it related to him a way out, by passing through a crack in the Great Barrier.

After absorbing Nivawk, Nidhiki and Krekka into his essence, Teridax confronted the Toa Metru near the Great Barrier as they tried to flee Metru Nui. A battle began when the Makuta caused pillars of Protodermis to rise out of the Silver Sea (which happened to be a real variation of their earlier challenge in the Coliseum) in an attempt to crush the Toa's Vahki Transport. Thanks to Matau's skillful piloting and Nokama's use of her Hydro Blades, the Toa managed to avoid Teridax's first assault. Under Vakama's orders, Nuju used his Matatu to lift him up the cliff's sheer wall where he could confront Teridax while the others would bring the Matoran to safety. Teridax, however, caused one of the pillars to collapse and jar the transport, and Nuju lost his control of Vakama's body. The Matoran Spheres fell off of the transport. Vakama got to Teridax nevertheless.

Atop the Great Barrier, Teridax tried to convince Vakama to join him and his brothers, claiming that he would be a valuable addition. The Toa of Fire refused the offer, and summoned the Vahi's power, trying to slow Teridax's Shadow energies. He was unable to correctly focus it - subjecting himself to slow motion, thus defeating the Vahi's purpose. Teridax's Shadow hand reached out for Vakama, attempting to absorb him. Before Vakama was reached, however, Turaga Lhikan threw himself in front of the oncoming shadow hand, which absorbed his shield and mortally wounded him. The Vahi was sent flying out of Vakama's grasp, and Teridax, seeing an opportunity, dove from the cliff to retrieve it.  

Vakama hurried to Lhikan's side and said that the attack was meant for him, and to his sorrow, discovered that Lhikan was dying. The Turaga argued that his destiny was fulfilled, while Vakama's had just begun. Lhikan removed his Noble Hau, and told his saddened comrade, "I am proud to have called you brother, Toa Vakama". They sentimentally bumped their fists, and Vakama saw him breathe his last a few seconds later. Lhikan's heart grew bright once more, and went out. Vakama looked away and stowed the Hau. Then he stood up in grief, and discovered his mask power of concealment. 

Teridax had found the Vahi, and was gloating over it. Vakama then approached Teridax while cloaked in the power of his Huna. A Kanoka from Vakama's Disk Launcher knocked the Vahi from Teridax's hand, sending it back into the sea. Enraged, Teridax claimed that "without the Vahi, it would take a lifetime to find both our destinies, only yours...will be brief", and then attacked Vakama.

Vakama used his mask power to dodge Teridax's first Shadow hand. He hid behind pillars and led Teridax into crushing them against himself while trying to grab Vakama with his shadow hand. As Vakama continued to hide behind a pillar, Teridax approached, set to destroy him. Vakama simply threw a stone toward the largest of the stone pillars. The duel ended when Teridax mistakenly drew the pillar towards himself. Forcefully crushed against a wall, Teridax puzzled as to how Vakama was able to defeat him alone, when Lhikan could not. Nokama arrived on the rock face with the other Toa Metru and reproved Teridax in saying that Vakama was not alone. While the others joined her, the six Toa shouted "Unity!", and combined their elemental powers to imprison Teridax in a Toa Seal.

The Toa breathed in relief and sorrow as they looked up to see Lhikan's Spirit Star divide into six new stars. The Toa Metru were truly Toa. They returned to the Vahki Transport below, where the Matoran Pods then lay attached to the craft. The Toa Metru began to sail towards the magnificent crack in the Great Barrier, in faith of finding a new refuge for the Matoran. Vakama named their transport that day "The Lhikan", in honor of the deceased protector of old of Metru Nui.

Journey from Metru Nui

Though bodily held within the seal, Teridax sent out a telepathic signal to the Visorak hordes to invade Metru Nui and capture the remaining Matoran in the city's Coliseum...

Traveling aboard their ship, The Lhikan, the Toa Metru came across a fork in the sea route through the Great Barrier. Escaping a dangerous Rahi on the left path (the choice to go down this route originated from Matau's love of variety), the Toa headed right. After defeating a group of Vahki that were searching for them, Nokama surreptitiously swam further into the tunnel, scouting for trouble.

The Lhikan was brought to a halt, tangled in what seemed to be seaweed. Nuju tried to sever the weed's hold, but found that it was actually a living creature when it knocked off his mask. A powerful current separated him and began to pull The Lhikan away with the other Toa. Nokama, who had anchored herself to the cave's wall, watched as The Lhikan drifted past. Seeing Nuju floating by, mask less, she reached out and rescued him.

The Toa Metru's vehicle was nearly destroyed by the sudden vortex created down the stream, causing a very powerful current. However, thanks to Onewa and Whenua, using their elemental powers, they stopped the craft from hitting the whirlpool. Nuju and Nokama soon arrived back to the ship as the vortex vanished. Suspicious of the events, after Nokama reported a trap she had found further ahead, the group moved cautiously forward.

As the journey progressed, the Toa found themselves within an enormous cavern, partially filled with a great lake, along with many giant, dangerous Rahi. As they slowly escaped from a battle with the creatures, defending the craft all the while, the Toa were captured by a group of Kralhi. A Matoran hermit named Mavrah spoke with the Toa Metru in the cavern, after calling on a Rahi that detected Kanohi power to ensure that the Toa did not attack. 

During their captivity, Whenua revealed that these were the Rahi which had mysteriously disappeared from Metru Nui years before, along with the Onu-Matoran Mavrah. The Kralhi, prototypes of the Vahki, that had long ago gone missing now worked for the lone Onu-Matoran. Explaining the situation to the Matoran proved futile, as he refused to believe Metru Nui had fallen, so Vakama, while Whenua and Mavrah spoke, decided to activate his mask and escaped. Before leaving, Mavrah ordered the Kralhi to search for him. Being watched by the Kralhi, Whenua told the Toa about the Archive's secret underwater project and how Mavrah had been assumed to have been killed when the Rahi disappeared one night. Vakama was able to find the Transport and confirmed one of the Matoran Spheres was missing. As he traveled back, the captured Toa Metru came to be forced into battle with Mavrah's Rahi, along with the Kralhi and more stray Vahki that appeared. Whenua and Onewa spoke to Mavrah, and persuaded him to call off the battle, as it was unnecessary. Mavrah, seeing that the creatures had begun to fight each other, agreed and attempted to stop them. But the Rahi were already out of control, and Mavrah was killed after being swept into the violent sea. The Toa Metru escaped the tumult of the cavern with five Matoran, as the sphere containing the Po-Matoran Ahkmou was lost beneath the tides.

Nearing the end of their voyage, the tunnel of their passage began to fill with water, and the Toa, pursued by more Vahki, had no choice but to seal the path behind them. It was Matau who had flown ahead of the transport and first beheld the new land above. Nokama carved small images of the Toa Metru into stone, as they at last left the winding, darkened tunnels, and sailed on a gleaming ocean, dazzled with an island that would be come to be known as Mata Nui.

On the new island of Mata Nui, the five Matoran capsules were left in safety on the white beach near what would one day be Ga-Koro. The Toa Metru then explored the new island, each finding a place where they could build villages for the Matoran. Vakama, on his expedition, had a vision of losing his Toa power. At the urging of Vakama, the Toa Metru housed a portion of their power within six new Toa stones. Onewa had little faith in Vakama's vision of the process, but consented to the sacrifice in the end. The Toa Stones were hidden all over the island.

The Great Rescue

Return to Metru Nui

During his scouting, Onewa had witnessed a stricken Nui-Jaga emerging from a cavern. Tracing its route, he found the tunnel that he believed might return to Metru Nui. After regrouping, the Toa Metru followed Onewa into the chosen cave and began their return journey to back to Metru Nui to rescue the remaining Matoran. Early on their quest, the team encountered numerous fleeing Rahi, many dead and some even mutated, all sharing one trait; they were running from the direction of the city. 

The Toa's curiosity and dread deepened when they came upon a nest of sleeping Bohrok alongside ancient carvings and a small pool of the legendary substance called Energized Protodermis. There they discussed the powers of the Energized Protodermis - that if an object or being's destiny is not to be transformed, the Protodermis consumes it. The Toa watched in horror of the substance's power as a Stone Rat dipped in it and was disintegrated.

Continuing their descent, the team encountered the Rahi Nui, a great amalgamation of various Rahi. The monster longed for their energies, as it lived upon the power of Toa. Before they defeated it, the beast stung Nokama and delivered a mortal blow. Eager to end the battle, Nuju then discovered that the Rahi Nui could increase its volume, but not its mass. He related his strategy to Vakama, and they both urged it to grow too large, feeding it elemental powers and causing the Rahi Nui's molecules to drift apart. All turned their attention to Nokama, as no source of healing was available, and they walked onward, hoping to find a cure in Metru Nui.

Soon thereafter, the Toa Metru met Karzahni, a giant, twisted plant who claimed to be the prototype of the Morbuzakh. It offered to heal Nokama, who was then nearing death, asking only for one thing in return: Energized Protodermis. The Toa agreed and Karzahni gave a temporary heal to Nokama. In a desperate search through the various tunnels and chambers of their location, they discovered an eerie room apparently used by Makuta. There was evidence inside of Mask Maker tools and other objects of study. It was then that the six Toa were taken unawares by a strange creature. The organism latched onto Onewa's face and brought him into a trance, in which he spoke with riddles about the Visorak. None at that time understood what Onewa meant nor had Vakama received any visions about Visorak.

There, the Toa Metru retrieved a vial that could hold the Energized Protodermis. In another vacated cave, they soon discovered a pool of the dangerous substance. Before the Toa could retrieve some, however, it shaped itself into a physical form, rose up from the pool and spoke with its seekers. After a conversation between the Toa and the being concerning the latter's power, a great and perilous battle ensued. The Toa held off the being, and dipped the vial into the substance before escaping. They returned it to Karzahni, after which the creature fulfilled its promise and healed Nokama fully. The Karzahni drank of the Energized Protodermis in faith that it would transform into a greater being, but as the Toa departed, the plant burned from within and was destroyed. Lessons being learned and some to be pondered, the Toa made their way into Metru Nui.

The Toa Metru traveled to Silver Sea surrounding the city, planning to return back to the island. With no boat and no other practical means of reaching Metru Nui, however, the Toa began searching for parts that could be used to create a transport. They discovered a number of vaulted chambers left over from when Teridax had used the area as a base. Most had long since been abandoned by whatever Rahi the Makuta of Metru Nui had left on guard. As they searched further though, nothing that they found that would be of help in reaching the island. Journeying alone, Vakama spotted a second door and headed deeper into the vaults, where he found Vahki and transport parts. There, Vakama encountered a creature consisting fully of flames. The creature was incredibly hot, enough to be harmful to even a Toa of Fire such as Vakama. After a life-threatening battle, he defeated the creature by absorbing all the heat in the room, although the temperature drop caused the creature to freeze and in the process, it also harmed Vakama. Then he unleashed the fire with a giant blast right through the miles of chambers behind him. 

After the fight, the Toa gathered together and used the transport parts Vakama found, and used Karzahni's roots to keep it afloat. As they boarded the new boat, christened Lhikan II, an unnoticed small green shoot was growing from one of logs.

Arrival in Metru Nui

As they advanced towards the great city, Nuju, by using his telescopic built in lens, saw a large number of Rahkshi, Rahi, and webs on the dark and crumbling city. Like Whenua had previous mentioned and feared, the city's Archives had been broken and the Rahi were roaming around Metru Nui. Traveling along the ocean, the ship was struck by a fierce storm that capsized the crew. The Toa were washed ashore, and the Lhikan II was completely destroyed in the chaos. 

After a moment's delay that was caused by Nuju, Onewa, and Matau being stuck in the resultant debris, the Toa headed to the Coliseum. Lead by a persistent Vakama they went through Le-Metru on the way. Matau and Whenua scouted ahead, encountering four Vahki with strange characteristics as they spoke Matoran in a clear voice, could automatically rebuild their bodies, and their staffs were able to release destructive blasts. Matau and Whenua were able to destroy them, and hurried back to the other Toa.

Whenua and Matau told the other Toa what they had seen, and Onewa lead them to the Vahki Hive to find out what had happened to the robots. Once they had arrived, they came to the conclusion that when Teridax overloaded the power plant, the feedback shot through the hives and most of the Vahki were destroyed by it. The ones that were not destroyed absorbed the energy surge and were changed. As Onewa explained, the Vahki were always able to speak Matoran, but at such a high pitch and speed that no one understood them; the energy surge affected their speech centers by slowing them down, thus allowing their speech to be understood. 

The Toa were then attacked by another group of Vahki. While Matau kept them busy by shape shifting into a Vahki himself, the other five Toa fled into a crack in the wall of the Moto-Hub. Matau then ran into trouble, as the Vahki thought that he was a malfunctioning Vahki and wanted to take him apart. At that moment, a Rhotuka spinner flew through the air and burned through the Staffs of the Vahki. A second spinner burned through an overhanging beam on the face of the Moto-Hub, which crashed to the ground, bringing tons of masonry with it, blocking the entrance through which Toa Metru had passed. 

Matau caught up with the other Toa and they continued down the Moto-Hub, where they encountered an entity made out of sonic energy. Every time the Toa tried to hit it, the entity countered with a deafening sonic explosion. They were eventually able to defeat it by having Matau suck out all the air in the room, creating a vacuum, and having Nuju hit it with an ice beam. The entity was not able to fend the beam off with a sonic explosion, for without air, there could be no sound. After defeating the creature, they continued and discovered an emergency hatch. The Toa went through and stood on top of the archway, looking at the sky. Through the perpetual mist, thousands of glittering points of light could be seen. At first, Matau thought the points of light were stars. But soon Whenua realized that they were eyes from the spider-like creatures named Visorak and immediately pulled the other Toa back in.

Before they could discuss the situation, they were attacked by a ten-foot-long mutated Lohrak with a wingspan nearly twice that. The specimen also possessed sonic powers, something ordinary Lohrak lacked. Several Vahki joined the melee. Matau defeated them by creating a cyclone, causing the mechanical enforcers to crash down into the ground. After a while, Nuju manifested ice on the Lohrak's wing, forcing it to head towards Ta-Metru and melt the ice off, in order to fly again.  During the fight, Onewa and Nokama were separated from the others and vanished into the Archives under the Moto-Hub. A group of Suukorak followed them, since all the Visorak were given the order to capture the Toa Metru for Roodaka, the Visorak viceroy. The Suukorak attacked Onewa and Nokama, trapping Onewa in an electrical prison created by the Suukorak's Rhotuka. The other Toa Metru then came down to help Onewa and Nokama, and the Suukorak quickly retreated. 

Vakama decided to quickly head to the Coliseum and save the Matoran, before the Visorak could discover what they were doing. So the group headed through the Archives towards the Coliseum. The Toa also found a wounded Ash Bear, which was also known as Graalok. They healed it by combining their elemental powers into a bubble of water Nokama had made, and let the water wash over the Ash Bear. The Rahi quickly fled into the darkness, in search of a safer place. Whenua opened the hatch, slowly and carefully. He looked from side to side, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. The Toa Metru climbed out of the Archives and onto the street, where the Coliseum loomed over them. The Toa Metru continued on towards the Coliseum, but were ambushed and subsequently captured by a group of Keelerak using their paralyzing Rhotuka. 

The Toa Metru were trapped in cocoons and hung high above Metru Nui, outside the Coliseum. Slowly, their bodies were transformed into Hordika by the venom of the cocoons, and they ripped through the cocoons, plunging down into the darkness. They would have crashed into the ground and died, had not the Rahaga, strange beings who somewhat resembled Rahkshi, caught them in mid-fall. They took them to the ruins of Ga-Metru, where the Rahaga told the Toa Metru, now the Toa Hordika, about Keetongu, a powerful Rahi that was gifted in the knowledge of venoms and their counter agents. However, some of the Rahaga believed that Keetongu was only a myth. They explained that the Hordika Venom they had been injected with needed to be neutralized, or else the venom would make their mutations permanent. After hearing out the Rahaga, the Toa Hordika decided that they would put rescuing the Matoran first, and finding the anti-venom for their mutation second.

Search for Airship Parts

To understand the situation, Vakama, Onewa, and Norik went on a scouting mission in Po-Metru during which Vakama attacked a group of Roporak, but ultimately failed to defeat them. 

Meanwhile in the Coliseum, Krahka, who shapeshifted herself into a Visorak in order to get into the building, fought with Roodaka and lost, as Roodaka was too quick and tactful for the shapeshifting Rahi to strike. Roodaka, instead of killing the Rahi, made a deal with her: recover the signs of six Matoran which were originally foreseen to be Toa, and of which the signs were later covered up due to disbelief. 

Meanwhile, the Toa first started their quest by searching for different parts in order to build an Airship to transport the Matoran to Mata Nui safely. Vakama, who worked on working on some Airship parts during his time as a Matoran, went into his old foundry to find them along with Norik. He accidentally stumbled into a Kanoka which looked almost the same as his own Toa disk, except it said Nuhrii. Furious, Vakama abandoned his mission and hacked into Lhikan's former "home" where he discovered the past Toa's diary; it clearly stated that Lhikan was originally going to choose the Matoran who found the Great Disks and were foreseen in the stars, but due to certain reasons, he changed his mind and chose the Vakama's team instead. 

Away from Ta-Metru, Nokama was searching for Kanohi, along with Gaaki. Their mission was rather unpleasant for Nokama, as Gaaki was supposedly very annoying. Their destination was the Great Temple; their mission, to collect the Kanohi stored in a chamber. During their swim to the Temple, Gaaki was hit by a Visorak spinner. Nokama used her Rhotuka to summon a thunderstorm which nearly killed both her and the Rahaga, as well as the Visorak. However, nobody knew that Krahka was inside the masks chamber, revealing yet another sign, this time on the wall, which said, "Vhisola". Outside, Nokama and Gaaki approached the temple, however Nokama being transformed into a half-beast, found it very difficult to enter the structure. Both of them managed to get inside, only to find the chamber they were looking for was protected by a Gate Guardian. The Rahi made a smaller illusion of itself; thus every time Nokama tried to strike the Guardian, her attacks were blocked before they could come close to hitting the target. This started to make Nokama very furious. It was only with the help of Gaaki that the two managed to find out that the "small Rahi" was really an illusion. Nokama then summoned a shower and the beast was defeated. Meanwhile, Krahka made her escape by transforming into a mist-like Rahi and slipped out via a gap in the door. Nokama continued in, and saw the carving on the wall. 

At the same time, Nuju and Kualus were scavenging around the Chutes of Ko-Metru, looking for intact Chute sections to use as propulsion for the Airship. Nuju asked Kualus to cut the Chute, so he could freeze the ends. Kualus, feeling a bit suspicious, did as Nuju told him to do and Suukorak began to flood from the Chute. The spiders launched Rhotuka at Nuju, trapping him in an electrical field. Unable to do anything, he could only watch as the Suukorak attacked Kualus. After watching Kualus fight for dear life, Nuju escaped painfully from the field, and fought a losing battle against the Visorak. Kualus began clicking, and while Nuju was confused, Kualus had really summoned thousands of Ice Bats, which then helped them fight against the Visorak. The Rahaga decided that it was a wise time to retreat. At the roof of the building, Kualus called some Gukko birds, and, much to Nuju's dismay, they rode them to Le-Metru, where it seemed that the Visorak were massing for an attack. 

Whenua, meanwhile, was sitting halfway in the mud outside the Archives along with Bomonga, with nothing to do but stare into the darkness in front of him, rather than searching for the tablets that spoke of the Visorak. After a while, Whenua got impatient and stood up, only to get pulled back down by the Rahaga. It was only then he realized that a small Rahi had run into the scene, only to be captured by a Visorak. Bomonga reacted speedily and used his Rhotuka to stun the creature, after which he freed the captured Rahi. After that, the two continued their search. Once they found what they were looking for, they made their way to the exit only to find themselves trapped by two Kahgarak. One of the large spiders launched its Rhotuka at Whenua and Bomonga. Both tried to run away, but it was too late. The Rhotuka had already swallowed and transported them to the Field of Shadows. The other Kahgarak was also swallowed in, giving Whenua and Bomonga the hope of getting out. 

Elsewhere, Matau and Iruini were discussing their mission, which was to find some sort of Airship in Le-Metru the Toa could salvage, repair, and then use to transport the Matoran out of Metru Nui. However, the Visorak had destroyed all the transport vehicles in the district. Matau, in that case, would then need to find the materials and anything of importance that they may need. He was therefore looking over undamaged Protodermis objects that could be used for new vehicles, though Matau would rather have been finding Keetongu to free him of his beastly appearance. As he worried about his future, Iruini revealed to Matau the secret of the Rahaga: that they were once Toa. Then they finally found a hangar, but Visorak attacked them, and they had to barricade themselves inside. 

Meanwhile, Onewa kept distracting the Rahi they meet at Pouks' request, who was really trying to combat Onewa's Hordika side. They entered a cave for some Kanoka and found Teridax's lair. Onewa went inside and found Teridax's version on the Toa Metru origins. Pouks pursued a snake, which turned out to be Krahka, and was knocked unconscious by the Rahi. Later, however, Onewa made a truce with her. Then the three went to Ta-Metru and Krahka summoned Tahtorak. 

Meanwhile, Roodaka had had a report from the Roporak spying on Krahka, and Roodaka decided to release the Zivon. Simultaneously, Kualus and Nuju landed in Le-Metru's outskirts and were attacked by Vohtarak, but a Tahtorak arrived along with Krahka, Onewa, and Pouks; and chased away the Visorak. 

At the same time, the Kahgarak that Whenua and Bomonga were following opened a portal through which they exited. However, they appeared right in the Le-Metru's Visorak Tower at Sidorak's feet. 

Meanwhile, Matau was tricked by an Oohnorak which used its mimicking powers to imitate Nokama's voice; the Oohnorak acted as if Nokama was in trouble, and pleaded for help. Matau, falling for the trap, let the Visorak in along with the horde.  

In order to rescue their friends, the remaining Rahaga and Toa Hordika attacked the Visorak with their Rhotuka in order to confuse them. Vakama had fired a Rhotuka at the Zivon in order to stop it from devouring Whenua and Bomonga, while the remaining four Toa and five Rahaga fired their Rhotuka at individual Visorak.

Once the Zivon had realized that it was Vakama who had fired his Rhotuka at it, it began to charge at Vakama. Krahka, who was allied with the Rahaga and Toa, ordered the enormous Tahtorak to prevent the Zivon from attacking Vakama. Once the Tahtorak had started engaging the Zivon in battle, Krahka went to help the Tahtorak defeat it.

While the battle carried on between the Rahaga, Toa and Visorak, Nuju went to free Bomonga and Whenua. Nuju and Whenua then proceeded to fight the Visorak in the tower in order to protect it. Onewa and Matau were almost successful in eradicating their share of Visorak, but could not, unfortunately, get through a pack of tough Oohnorak.

Vakama started losing faith in his team's capabilities of defeating the Visorak while lying stunned on the ground. Suddenly, the Tahtorak, still fighting the Zivon, picked up the enormous Rahi and sent it flying through the air, straight at the tower. Nuju, Whenua, Nokama (who had managed to make her way through the tower) and Sidorak, king of the Visorak, were all at the top of the tower when they saw the Zivon flying straight at them. They barely managed to evade the beast. 

Suddenly, Nuju, Whenua and Nokama came up with an idea, considering that the possibility of saving the tower was very unlikely at this point. They decided to enrage the Visorak by trapping them inside the tower with walls of earth and ice. They informed Norik of the plan while the Zivon rose to its feet once again, and resumed battle with the Tahtorak and Krahka. The Kahgarak who released the Zivon decided to send the Tahtorak to the Field of Shadows, but Krahka managed to push the Zivon into the Tahtorak sending all three to the Field of Shadows. Onewa then killed the Kahgarak out of anger.

Norik went back to the ground and managed to convince Vakama to help the others with his plan, but not before sending a gush of molten Protodermis at the Oohnorak who were trapping Onewa and Matau. Once everyone was safe, Nokama, Nuju and Whenua all set up walls around the tower to prevent the Visorak from escaping. Sidorak still managed to escape.

The Visorak retreated and the Toa Hordika chased away the remaining Visorak inside the Tower after the walls were torn down. The Toa Hordika shared the story of their origins.  Norik then told the Toa that this Tower could be a place for them to fall back in case of defeat. The Toa charged the gateway, which would prevent any unwanted visitors to get in, as they would get hit by elemental energy. This new Tower was christened the "Tower of Toa". 

Nuju and Kualus were traveling through Ko-Metru when they thought they heard Ehrye's voice. Despite Kualus' warnings, Nuju advanced to where he thought he heard "Ehrye". However, he turned out to be a group of Oohnorak, using their power of mimicry. The Visorak then attacked the duo, who were able to escape into the Archives, and came face-to-face with a Kahgarak. Meanwhile, Whenua and Bomonga were walking through the tunnel, and found Nuju and Kualus facing the Kahgarak. The large spider fired its Rhotuka, but which Nuju deflected with an Ice mirror, sending the Kahgarak to the Field of Shadows. Running into a room and locking the door behind them, Kualus related the history of the Visorak. However, Vohtarak spilled into the room via the air ducts, leaving Nuju, Kualus, and Bomonga to fend off the Rahi while Whenua ripped open the door, revealing another Kahgarak. Whenua gave in to his Hordika side and launched multiple Earth spinners, causing the tunnel to collapse. Soon after, they were rescued by Vakama and Onewa.

Meanwhile in Le-Metru, Matau and Nokama swung from Visorak webs while on a scouting mission. Matau said that there was nothing that could stop them, but Nokama disagreed, pointing at a Visorak Tower. Matau said that they could easily capture the tower, but Nokama reminded him that the last time they had taken over a tower, they had the other four Toa, the Rahaga, the Krahka, and the Tahtorak to help them. Matau then tried to attack the seemingly lone Vohtarak, only to meet more of the spiders. Nokama then saved him using her Water spinner. They then went under a Visorak Battle Ram, hoping to get inside the Coliseum, but were instantly discovered by Roodaka, who ordered the Visorak to burn it, due to a 'malfunction'. In order to escape the furnace, Matau summoned a cyclone which blew the ram out of the Coliseum and right where their comrades were, almost landing on them. 

Hunt for the Makoki Stones

Soon after, Vakama found Gaaki and Norik surrounded by Visorak in Ta-Metru. Vakama quickly came and battled the Visorak, winning, and Gaaki and Norik told him about the Kanohi Avohkii, the great mask of light, which the Rahaga had hidden in Metru Nui. To unlock its hiding place, the Makoki Stones were needed. Vakama was sent to a mission to find his Makoki stone, and after battling Visorak, Vakama arrived on a steel beam above a fire pit, with the Makoki Stone on the end. But as Vakama took it, the beam underneath him was melted by a Lava Eel and he fell down towards the lava. However, Onewa saved him before he could hit the lava.

Vakama recounted to Onewa everything that Norik and Gaaki had told him about the Avohkii and the Makoki Stones. Onewa went to look for his Makoki Stone in Po-Metru. He was chased by Visorak, but managed to escape. He found the stone in a cave, but just then, a mysterious creature attacked him, grabbing the Toa of Stone. And at the same time, some Visorak Suukorak came. One shot it's Rhotuka at Onewa, who used it to break free from the creature. However, the Suukorak fired another spinner, but this one was intercepted by a blast caused by Whenua's earth spinner. Onewa explained to Whenua everything and Toa of Earth went to look for the Makoki Stone in Onu-Metru. 

After sneaking past many patrolling Visorak in the Archives, he discovered a room with the Makoki Stone in it. He recovered it, but then he heard a rumble and a large hammer hit a wall. It broke the wall, and water flushed in, creating a flood which Whenua was trapped in. Just before he was hurled over a waterfall, which seemed to fall into a pit, Nokama grabbed him and saved him, jumping on to a cliff. Whenua again explained everything, and Nokama went to Ga-Metru.

Nokama found the Makoki Stone underwater, but when she came to surface, she realized she was surrounded by Visorak. A battle started, and Nokama defeated all but two Visorak. As she ran away, she was caught in a Visorak web, with the two Visorak right behind her. However, the Visorak were frozen by Nuju, who came to Nokama's aid.

After Nokama told Nuju everything, the Toa of Ice went to Ko-Metru for his Makoki Stone. He found it in a Knowledge Tower, by unlocking a door with a button. But Visorak rushed in, forcing Nuju to run. He was trapped on the edge of a cliff, but then he saw Matau below him, and he pointed for Nuju to jump. Nuju did so and Matau caught him in midair. Then he defeated the Visorak with his Air Spinner. Matau then went to look for his Makoki Stone in Le-Metru, since he already knew of the situation.

Matau found his stone in a vehicle factory while several Visorak pursued him. He was able to escape by locking a door behind him and jumping into a vat. He later met the other Toa Hordika by the Great Temple. Inside, each Toa inserted his or her Makoki Stone into a slot, and the Mask of Light was unlocked. However, the light that came from it attracted Visorak, and they swarmed in, with a battle ensuing. To save the mask from an oncoming Keelerak, Onewa encased the Avohkii in stone, and Vakama and the rest quickly evacuated before the temple exploded, the mask safe in their hands. Soon after, the Toa Hordika finished building the Airships. 

Vakama's Betrayal

Vakama, who was frustrated by the fact that he led his friends into the trap, frequently left the group for long walks. Upon one, just when he thought he was being attacked by a Muaka, his Rhotuka Launcher did not work. However, the Muaka fled, and Norik came to Vakama and told him about the Muaka. Then he tried to reason with him, asking Vakama to come back with the others, but was unsuccessful. While Norik returned to the others to begin their search for Keetongu, Vakama was ambushed by a group of Boggarak, and was brought before Roodaka. There, Roodaka convinced him to join the horde and become its leader, because "His friends no longer cared about him", although her main reason was to usurp Sidorak, the king of the Visorak horde, give the horde to Vakama, and then free Teridax with the elemental powers of Vakama's team members. At that time, Vakama was shown the loyalty of the Visorak horde, and Roodaka struck up a deal. If Vakama captured the Rahaga, his loyalty to Sidorak would be proven, and he would be named a general of the Visorak horde. With this goal in mind, Vakama set off to the Great Temple, to seek out the Rahaga.

At the Great Temple, Rahaga Gaaki was researching Keetongu when she heard a sound. She looked around and saw nothing. Norik then walked in, and the two discussed the noise, but dismissed it as a result of Gaaki's tiredness. Gaaki went upstairs, to find the other Rahaga. Norik stayed behind and further investigated the strange noise. He discovered that the sound he had heard was Vakama, and briefly discussed the Toa's deception with the hidden turncoat. Norik asked what had happened to his brothers, and after a while, Vakama asked Norik to pass on a message. Norik had a feeling of foreboding as Vakama disappeared. Vakama suddenly reappeared elsewhere, roaring, surprising Norik. Vakama left with all the Rahaga except for Norik, whom he left covered in rubble. The next morning the Hordika went to check on the Rahaga's progress and found Norik, barely breathing. He told them of Vakama's deception and what he had translated so far: "Follow the falling tears to Ko-Metru, until they reach the sky." 

Vakama presented the Rahaga to Sidorak and was named Leader of the Horde. At the same time his ex-comrades had followed a river from the Great Temple to the canal between Le-Metru and Ko-Metru, but the web bridge broke under the Toa's weight and sent them into the canal, where they found themselves in a submarine Chute that brought them to Ko-Metru where a jet of Protodermis flowed out of it and "reached the sky". They went into a cavern under the icy mountain made by the jet and Norik called out to Keetongu. Keetongu appeared and after listening to the story agreed to help them, though they would have to fight using their Hordika sides to prove themselves.

Battle of Metru Nui

Gathered in the Coliseum were most of the Visorak, and their leaders, Vakama, Sidorak and Roodaka. Soon, however, the remaining Toa Hordika and Norik broke through the defenses into the Coliseum in a desperate attempt to persuade Vakama to rejoin them. Vakama, angered, ordered them to pledge their allegiance to him and Sidorak. When the Toa Hordika refused, Vakama threw a pole into their midst and ordered the Visorak to attack them. However, the Toa were prepared for this, and charged their Rhotuka. At the last moment, they grabbed onto them, and flew up, avoiding the Visorak's Rhotuka. With the high ground, the Toa Hordika attacked the Visorak, while Matau left them, attempting to find Vakama. 

Meanwhile, Rahaga Norik found the other Rahaga, who had been bound in Visorak webbing. Norik freed his brothers and sister, and together, they charged into battle. 

During this time, Sidorak heard a clanging sound from the balcony from which they stood looking down. The three commanders saw Keetongu, climbing up and preparing to attack. Sidorak, angered, fired a beam of energy from his Herding Blade at Keetongu, who used his weapons to dodge the beam. Roodaka, annoyed by all of this, fired a beam of Shadow from her Catcher Claws at Keetongu. He saw it too late, and the Shadow beam hit him squarely, causing him to fall to the ground with tremendous force. Sidorak believed the Rahi to be dead, but Roodaka, who hoped to have Sidorak dead soon, so that she could rule the horde, said that she was not quite sure. Together, the Viceroy and King of the Visorak horde went down an elevator to where the Rahi lay. Roodaka ordered Vakama to stay where he was, and wait. 

While the Toa Hordika clashed with the Visorak, Matau found Vakama, and the two fought a duel on the roof of the building. Vakama, however, eventually hit Matau down to the edge of the roof, where he managed to grab onto a bust of Sidorak. Vakama stepped onto Matau's hand, crushing it and taunting him. Matau, saddened by all of this, apologized to Vakama for acting the way he did earlier and insulting him. Vakama took his foot off of Matau's hand, and stepped back. Matau continued to talk, and reminded Vakama of their mission to rescue the Matoran. Vakama privately changed his mind and decided to rejoin his brethren. Matau, not knowing this, gave an ultimatum to Vakama, and let go of the bust. 

Vakama reached hopelessly for Matau's hand. He tied himself to some Visorak webbing, and jumped after Matau. Before Matau hit the ground, Vakama caught up with him, and held him tightly. As they neared the ground, the Visorak webbing stretched, and catapulted them back up to safety.

By this time, Sidorak and Roodaka had reached the weakened Keetongu. Sidorak, satisfied, let Roodaka have the finishing blow. She threw her claw to Sidorak, and told him to do it. As Roodaka walked away, Sidorak called after her as Keetongu rose again, only to have his entreaty harshly repudiated. He made a plea to her again, but Keetongu pummeled Sidorak, killing him. 

Roodaka, after dealing with Sidorak, called one of her Kahgarak steeds, and got on. While the Toa Hordika and Rahaga had been boxed to the center of the Coliseum, the Visorak surrounded them. To their surprise, the Visorak began moving away from them. Lowering their guard, they did not notice the Rhotuka heading toward them, which scattered them. Roodaka dismounted from her steed, and walked towards the Toa.

As she walked towards the Toa, she named their separate elements, and, while mentioning that Vakama's element, Fire, already belonged to her, she noticed that one was missing. Vakama strode in at that moment, and threw Matau to the other Toa. Roodaka demanded their powers once more, and Matau, annoyed, began charging his Rhotuka Spinner, and fired it at her, while the other Toa Hordika did the same. Roodaka, unfazed by their powers, laughed hollowly, saying their powers were nothing if not united. 

Vakama, however, chose this moment to reveal to Roodaka his change of heart. As he began charging his Rhotuka, Roodaka pointed out to Vakama that if he struck her down, the Visorak would annihilate the Toa and Rahaga. Vakama, having already thought of this, ordered all the Visorak to be free from their enslavement. The Visorak paused for a moment, and then began to leave. Roodaka was shocked by this, and called the Visorak traitors, before Vakama spoke to her caustically, telling her that they were enslaved to her, and therefore, could not betray her. He pressed on, giving a small speech about leadership, and saying that Matau had taught him about it. At last finished, he fired his Rhotuka at her, not noticing a red gleam in her eye. Norik cried out a late warning as the Rhotuka hit her. As her heartstone was carved from Teridax's prison, and the Toa had fired all their elements at her, Teridax had been freed. Teridax then teleported Roodaka away, and her heartstone fell to the ground.

Norik exclaimed that when the six Toa had launched their Rhotuka, they had destroyed the seal that they imprisoned Teridax with, via a second union of their elemental powers. With a laugh, Vakama stated that he was not scared of Teridax any longer. Then Keetongu lumbered toward them, injured. When they helped him up, Vakama asked Keetongu to restore them to Toa Metru, even though Norik pointed out that they had made peace with their Hordika sides and could be the better for it, but Vakama felt they must complete their destinies as true Toa. Keetongu used his powers and healed the Toa, allowing them to complete the Great Rescue, and save the Matoran. Vakama took the heartstone of Roodaka with him.

Toa Metru once more, the team loaded the Matoran Spheres on the Airships, and, after saying goodbye to their allies, flew away. When they reached the Great Barrier, Onewa discovered that Teridax had broken out of his seal, just as Norik had said.

Retrieval of the Vahi

As the Toa were making their way back to Mata Nui on the Airships, Vakama told them that he needed to go back to Metru Nui and get the Mask of Time. He told the others to continue their journey, and that he would return. Then jumped out of the ship into the water, and started to swim his way back to Metru Nui. On his way to land, he spotted the Kanohi Vahi, which was partially buried under the sand of the ocean floor, he saw that the mask had developed a crack, leaking Time energy out into the water, affecting anything that came too close with its Time powers. Vakama carefully repaired the mask using a pinpoint beam of Fire and retrieved it. Before he could travel back, however, a water spout appeared, shooting him out into the open air. As he crashed upon some rocks by the ocean side, a figure appeared and took the mask from Vakama's hands. The Toa Metru fainted and fell back into the water.

Meanwhile, on the Dark Hunter headquarters of Odina, the Shadowed One, leader of brutal bounty hunters, was making plans to return to Metru Nui because of the deaths of Nidhiki and Krekka, whom he was convinced were killed by Toa. He left Lariska in charge of the Hunters as his deputy while he was absent. 

Vakama awakened and found himself back as a Matoran. He was lying on his bed in his house, in an alternate time, when Metru Nui was still safe, except for the Morbuzakh. The Toa of "prophecy," Vhisola, Nuhrii, Tehutti, Ehrye, Orkahm and Ahkmou, had imposed strict martial order over all of Metru Nui, and Vakama thought that it was the Mask of Time that was doing all of this. He thought it had somehow reversed and changed time. Then, he went looking for his fellow Toa, who were also back in Matoran form, but none of them remembered anything. Onewa was made cowardly after an encounter with Vahki, and Matau had died in a Chute accident. 

Then Vakama went to Teridax's lair with Nokama. On the way, they were attacked by some Morbuzakh vines, but escaped. When he reached the Makuta's lair, a creature that looked like a hybrid of a Krana and a Kraata affixed itself to his mask, giving him a vision of a Toa of Sonics named Krakua. Krakua told Vakama that six Toa were going to make a perilous quest into the darkest place he could imagine in order for Krakua to exist. Krakua hurriedly gave a message, detailing the coming of the Toa Inika and their powers. But before the Toa could finish, the creature was pulled off of Vakama's face by Turaga Lhikan, who was still alive in this reality. Vakama somehow realized something had to be wrong. When Vakama hurled a Kanoka at Nokama's head, it passed right through her. It was then that what Vakama suspected was confirmed: he had not gone back in time, but it was all an illusion, put in place by Teridax. Nokama was really a Visorak Boggarak. When Vakama looked at himself, he was what he truly was, the Toa Metru of Fire. Teridax and the Toa had a small altercation, and Vakama told Teridax that Voporak had the Mask of Time. This forced the Toa of Fire and the Master of Shadows to work together to retrieve the Vahi. 

The two temporary allies later found out that Voporak did not have the mask any longer, so Teridax sent his army of Rahkshi to distract the creature while they slipped away. As they made their way to the Great Temple to find the Shadowed One, Teridax told Vakama that the Toa of Fire should go inside and spy on them, and that he had unfinished business to take care of. Then Teridax proclaimed that the one following them could come out now, and Keetongu stepped from the shadows. 

Inside the Great Temple, Vakama and Sentrakh, the Shadowed One's bodyguard, were soon locked in battle, while outside Teridax and Keetongu were engaged in combat as well. Teridax and Sentrakh were both winning their respective fights. Teridax was about to kill Keetongu when the whole Temple exploded, sending all four flying. Vakama had won his battle. He saw Keetongu, who was not moving. He started to check on him, when his body was chained by solid Protodermis, fired by the Shadowed One. 

As the Shadowed One told Vakama that he and the others would pay for killing his Dark Hunters,  Teridax joined them. He claimed he would hand over Vakama to the Shadowed One if he returned the Vahi. The Shadowed One said that he would not do that: Vakama needed to pay for what he did. 

Then Vakama freed himself and revealed to the Shadowed One that Teridax was the one who killed Nidhiki and Krekka, telling him to look at Teridax's body. After seeing elements of both fallen Hunters in Teridax's armor, the pair of powerful villains began to battle. The Shadowed One's disintegrating eyebeams destroyed much of Teridax's chest plate and both of his wings. Vakama saw his moment and took the Mask of Time from the Shadowed One by surprise, swooping down from the air using his jetpack-launcher. The Shadowed One shot a laser at Vakama's jet pack, which sent him falling to his apparent death. The Shadowed One wanted to head after the fallen Toa, but Teridax threw him at the fallen Voporak, causing the Shadowed One to age several thousand years. He barely escaped with his life.

The Toa of Fire then fell into darkness, and Vakama found himself in the lair of Karzahni. Karzahni then told Vakama that it was because of them that he was still alive; when the Toa Metru placed parts of his body into liquid Protodermis, a tiny green shoot sprouted from one. In time, it re-grew into a new Karzahni which had the memories of the old plant. Karzahni said that he and Teridax had been working together, and that he had agreed to play the Morbuzakh to make Teridax's illusion more convincing, that there was nothing that Vakama could do. He thought he was not destined to be a Toa, and felt that he could not fight Teridax. But one question remained unanswered: who planted Vakama and the others' names in Teridax's mind? 

Then Karzahni revealed the truth. Vakama and the others actually were destined to be the Toa of Metru Nui. Mata Nui knew that Teridax would try to change the stars after being struck down by treachery, and so the Great Spirit had changed the names in the stars into those who knew the locations of the Great Disks and placed the real names into Teridax's mind. Vakama then asked about the disk and all other evidence that pointed towards another fate. Karzahni simply said that if Teridax had a Brotherhood, that meant Mata Nui had one of his own as well. This Order had placed all of this evidence so that Teridax would play into their hands. 

Vakama was about to ask how Karzahni knew all this, when the plant mentioned that a member from that very organization, the Order of Mata Nui, had come across him in his caves before his ultimate demise. But at that moment, Teridax entered the cave and destroyed the Karzahni, and Vakama started to flee. 

Cornered by Teridax in an old Protodermis reclamation chamber, Vakama threatened to destroy the Mask of Time. Knowing that if the mask was destroyed, all of reality would become undone, Teridax made a deal with Vakama. It allowed Vakama to depart with the mask unharmed while Teridax would leave the Matoran, Keetongu, Turaga Dume, and the Rahaga in peace for one whole year. Teridax was outraged, but in the interest of wanting to complete his plan, he granted Vakama this wish. Teridax vowed that he would return a year later. Vakama then found himself in a tunnel that lead up to the surface. He swore that one day the Matoran would return to Metru Nui. What Vakama did not realize was that Teridax, having read his mind, had learned that they had lost a Matoran while journeying to the island above. Teridax found the missing pod in one of the tunnels. After retrieving it using his Magnetism power, he reawakened the Matoran Ahkmou and spread his tale of lies on the brainwashed Matoran. 

Eventually, all the Toa Metru reached the new island of Mata Nui, safe from Teridax's wrath for one year. However, they had one final problem; the Matoran were still comatose in the pods. Vakama sacrificed his Toa Power to awaken some of the Matoran, thus becoming a Turaga. The other Toa followed suit, until all of the Matoran were awakened. The effects of the Spheres caused the newly-awakened Matoran to lose all of their memories of Metru Nui, including those of the Toa Metru and Teridax. The newly transformed Turaga would tell them a false story concerning why they were on the island of Mata Nui, in order to protect them from Makuta who would arrive a year later. Waiting for the prophesied Toa Mata to come, the Turaga and the Matoran began to live in the era known as the Dark Times.

The Dark Time

The Matoran Universe was grievously damaged after the Great Cataclysm, and with the sleep of the Great Spirit Mata Nui, the world began to fall into chaos. 

Makuta Teridax and the Shadowed One had sparked the conflict known as the Dark Hunter/Brotherhood of Makuta War, caused because of Teridax's unpunished killing of two Dark Hunters. Many battles between the Brotherhood of Makuta and Dark Hunters took place during the Dark Time. Roodaka sold information to both sides, and once the Dark Hunters were fighting on the former Makuta Fortress. When Visorak attacked the fortress, Zaktan managed to find a complete record of Teridax's plan.

*

The Matoran of Voya Nui built a city on a new portion of land formed from the molten Protodermis of Mount Valmai. They christened this land Mahri Nui and many Matoran began to live on the land. In a tragedy one day, Mahri Nui fell off Voya Nui, mysteriously, sinking into the ground beneath the sea. The Matoran on Voya Nui who witnessed the event believed their friends to have long drowned and perished, but that was not the case. 

When the land sank, it became wedged between two pieces of rock, deep below the ocean surface. When the land made impact, it release many bubbles of air, sustaining the Matoran long enough to harvest Airweed from the Fields of Air, containing the city in a pocket of air. Using Hydruka, native creatures, to harvest the air, the Matoran began to embrace their new ways, and began life anew. The armies of the Barraki began to kill Matoran, but did not strike for an hour called the Safe Hour. Matoran could go out in the waters around Mahri Nui during the Safe Hour

*

''I have lost count of the years—the many, countless years I’ve spent on this dreadful place.

The days are so dark and dreary, each like the one that came before. It’s always so cold and yet, the air is hot, scorching hot. What am I saying? This land has always been like this. It’s been so long since I’ve seen a clear day, if ever. For once let the sky be filled with large white clouds and the clear blue beyond be washed in sunshine. Far too long I have hoped for cool water to bathe in, warm sunshine to bask in, and air. Oh, how I would love to breathe in cool, fresh air. But what do we get? Poison.

Voya Nui is where I am. It’s an island, not the paradise that might come to your mind. It’s a harsh and desolate place; completely deprived of life, save my few fellow Matoran. This land burns and freezes, a never-ending torture. Tourists used to come, but that was a time far, far ago. But perhaps it’s for the best, as they wouldn’t have to suffer like us.

Our Turaga died many years ago, a time long ago that I have forgotten. Everything seems hopeless; I try my best to find food, water, and to help out the Matoran, but I never feel like it’s actually doing any good. I wish that for one day…Just one, everything could go the way I want…But it never ends that way. The world is cruel and unfair, as Piruk points out sometimes, all the time really. 

I have wasted enough time writing, I need to go scout for water, which I am craving terribly now.

-Kazi.''
The Ko-Matoran placed down his pen, and stared at the tablet for a moment as he read it over. He sighed, still feeling aggrieved for a good thing to happen. But he shouldn’t complain. As he knew it would never happen.

Stretching, he slowly got up and headed out of his hut, eyes set upon the ground as he rubbed the side of his mask with thought.

“Kazi, come back to Voya Nui!”

The voice was clearly noted as Dalu, rushed and persistent to the point.

Kazi looked at her and made a grumpy puffing noise, “But that’s the problem, I don’t want to go back to that terrible place.”

“Well, quit complaining and make the best of it.” Dalu smiled, and eyes bright.

Kazi couldn’t resist agreeing, but still these thoughts have often drifted upon the Matoran’s mind.

He nodded dryly. “Fine, fine…And what’s the situation?”

“Nothing now…”

“Dalu there’s always something happening.”

She shook her head and started rubbing her hands together. “Nothing yet.”

“Yet.” Kazi replied, “I’m off to find Garan, know where he is?”

“Probably at his hut, last time I checked.” Dalu replied, “I need to head off also, heard that some of the Matoran were having some trouble with Rahi, they say they’re acting pretty restless.”

“Who wouldn’t on this place?” Kazi grinned.

“Oh try to be a little more encouraging?” Dalu rolled her eyes, “Eh nevermind, and bye.”

Kazi walked down the old road toward Garan’s hut, not many Matoran were out, most were trying to search for food or inside resting before another hard work hours. It was a sorry sight; the place looked like some Ghost town, cold, windy, and empty.

Kazi tripped over a rock and slightly stumbled a few feet. He stopped and looked at the little crooked rock and mumbled something to it.

Nearing his destination, he noticed the sky was darker, a stormy dark look unlike its usual depressed clouds. Big clouds loomed over, and then the cold wind came.

Yeah, it just had to get worse. Kazi thought. Or maybe a good storm would do us good…“Kazi, Kazi!” a voice called from behind, the Ko-Matoran spun around to see Garan running up with an old Ta-Matoran. Garan’s expression was full of worriment and alert.

Uh oh, Garan has that expression again, something bad just happened. Or will soon.

“What?” 

Garan came up and took a deep breath, “We have a problem.”

“Oh like what?”

“A big one.”

Kazi stood silent on a large cliff facing out to the ocean, where the waves were hitting hard against the cliff and in the far distant he could see something, he couldn’t really describe it, but something was happening in the clouds.

“Well what is that?” Kazi asked in an impatient and sarcastic manner.

The Matoran with Garan had been known with the weather. He could usually tell before time what certain storms were going to happen by the change of the environment. 

“It’s not any normal storm.” He pointed out. “Though these storms are pretty common I think in certain places. Usually, I’d think we’re too down south to get it but…”

“Just tell me what in the world is it?” Kazi snapped.

Garan gave him a rude stare, but the Matoran ignored his pushy attitude.

“A hurricane.”

Wind blew harder, and this time Kazi had to put his hand over his eyes, so little rocks and dirt wouldn’t get all over him. “A what?”

“It’s a massive storm.” explained the Ta-Matoran, “It’s winds are terribly strong, blowing almost anything in its path. Not including the hail sometimes and the floods for aftermath.”

“How did you know about this?”

“It happened long ago…Though not many remember. And most alive then didn’t survive it.”

Garan was shocked. “Well what if it passes us?”

“That’s a good thing. If it does hit us…We may be in a lot of trouble.”

“Better safe than sorry,” Kazi said walking further up the cliff to get a better view at the large clouds out in the sea. “We need to get the Matoran to a safe area.”

“There will be no safe place.” Replied the aged Ta-Matoran. “It will go right over this island. Sometimes Hurricanes are not that bad, sometimes they are very fatal.”

Kazi sighed, and turned around looking back at the village. “Then let’s at least try to do the best we can.”

''Well, a hurricane is coming. A vicious and deadly storm of what my friend has told me, it brings great worriment. But maybe the Great Spirit will be kind…But they never really have? I (and the other Matoran) feel so on my own, oh I wish, just wish, we had a great mighty Toa to come to our aid; I bet they know what to do.

But until then, we have our own plans to stick with.

Garan said it would be wise to move the village east, as we ‘guessed’ that would be the less likely place to hit with a strong force. I was thinking of staying in some caves while the storm passes, but Garan said we’d be get risked in a cave-in. So right now I am completely lost…

I guess writing this won’t help the Matoran any better, so why do I keep wasting my time with this?

-Kazi''
Later that day, Kazi and Garan explained the problem to the rest of the Matoran; to the degree they became worried. But they lived such hard lives; they really didn’t understand how bad this could be. 

“We are going further east, where it should be safer.” Garan called out.

“Safer?” a Matoran retorted back snorting. “There’s no safe place to go, a hurricane will swipe all over the island!”

Kazi grimaced, “We WILL travel east unless you want to die. There are caves in that direction, hopefully, that can help us out during the storm.”

Everyone became silent, trying to think of a comeback or struggling to decide if it was wise.

Finally, Dalu stepped out of the crowd, and nodded at Kazi. “I will come with you,” she then looked back at the others, “We must work together, help each other, we must have unity! That is how we will survive this and more times in the future. We need each other.”

Not but a few moments after Dalu’s short, but strong words, brought everyone to see the point. And finally, in everyone’s eyes, nods and even a few cheers, they were ready.

Kazi was no doubt happy about all of this, and then continued, “Then lets hope to it, get what we need and we’ll leave as soon as possible.”

The Matoran gave a hopeful look, but you could tell they really didn’t want to go. But with that, they ran off to prepare.

The Ko-Matoran took a deep breath, and jumped off the large rock he was standing on with Garan, and headed down to see Dalu waiting.

“Thanks for that help,” Kazi said smiling at Dalu.

“Oh it’s no big deal, just need to throw them some strong and encouraging words…Sometimes.”

“Surprising for you,” Kazi replied teasingly. “Now let’s get ready…”

It was raining now, and the winds were getting stronger. It was strange how in one moment it was silent and peaceful (Or as peaceful as Voya Nui got), the next a nightmare, the clouds were as dark as night, and thunder shook the ground at a surprising force.

Though worse of all was the wind, you could just tell in not long it could start blowing down trees and making a mess. How powerful the mighty air could be at times.

The Voya Nui Matoran had been walking for non stop it seemed, they were so close to there destination, but it still seemed so far away. They had to start traveling over rocky areas now, which was a good sign of nearing the caves. 

A little while later, they saw the large caved areas, they seemed strong enough to keep the Matoran safe, and if there was a cave in, was there not plenty of Matoran to dig there way out?

Kazi was helping some of the Matoran up the steep ledge, when Piruk ran up; he looked worried, and kept scratching his weapons together and looking around, as if he was searching for someone.

The Ko-Matoran jumped down beside his friend and looked him into the eye, “What’s the problem?”

“Err. Oh nothing…”

“Tell me.”

Piruk took a deep breath, “But...”

“Now!”

“Ok, ok! Goodness keep your mask on.” Piruk replied with the wave of his hand, “Don’t get mad at me please, I told her not to…”

“Told who?”

“Umm, Dalu. She wanted to see the Hurricane and she said she meet us back as soon as anything went wrong.”

Kazi stared at him for the longest time, he couldn’t blame Piruk, and once Dalu was focused on something you couldn’t get her to change her mind.

“I’m going after her,” Kazi finally said.

“What? You can’t go alone, let me go, it was my fault for not telling anyone.”

“No, I can’t get anyone else getting hurt. Go tell Garan what I am doing…After I leave.”

Piruk nodded, “Ok, hurry, the storm is already looking bad here…”

Kazi ran faster than he could ever imagine, his eyes were expressed with panic, where was Dalu? She couldn’t have gone too far, and was she really this insane?

Thoughts ran through his mind over and over, wondering if she…or even he would make it out of this mess.

Getting out of a charred area in the woods, up ahead on a small cliff looking out to the massive sea (And the storm), stood Dalu, her eyes wide with wonder.

Kazi gasped and ran over, in a second he had grabbed her arm and was about to pull her off the cliff and back to safer land. But Dalu’s fast reflexes caught the Ko-Matoran off guard.

“Oh Kazi you scared me!” She cracked in an impulsive manner, then looked and him with a weak smile. “I was following you and I got…”

“Distracted?” Kazi snapped, “Dalu what in the world are you doing? We have to get back to the others.”

“But look at it, can anything be so large…mighty and scary? How can something like that just appear out of nowhere?”

“Questions can be thought of after it’s over,” Kazi replied, “Please we need to—”

Suddenly, thunder boomed, making the two Matoran fall to the ground. And a large surge of wind roared threw the air.

Kazi who had covered his face, now looked up to see a tree, swiveled a few times, then a crack. 

“DALU!” Kazi yelled as loud as possible through the storm.

The female Matoran looked up slowly to see the tree, and with a startled shriek, tried to get up in time to move out of the way. But the wind was blowing too hard for her to move out of the way.

With little strength he had left, he pushed himself up, grabbed her hand, and yanked her out of the way.

Dalu grabbed onto him, but that was not enough, the tree fell, and the force shook the ground.

The impact made the Matoran fall a few feet away from where they were standing. And that was on the edge of the large overhang. 

Kazi desperately tried to hold on to the ground, but the wind blew harder and something hit his face, he let go and felt himself slowly floating, then with terrifying jolt, he started to fall at great speed toward the seemingly bottomless fall.

He could faintly see the rocks, and the deadly cold sea, was this the end? Had this been his fate?

He closed his eyes waiting for everything to turn black…

A faded red and silver figure set the knocked out Matoran behind a large rock not far from where he had fallen, sooner or later, he knew Dalu would find the Ko-Matoran, and hopefully, they would find safety, but Axonn would be ready to help at any time.

A cool drip of water splattered against his face, then again it happened. Kazi weakly opened his eyes, everything around him was blurry. Where was he? Was he in some other land beyond life?

Finally everything became clear, he was laying in some mossy part of the woods, it was still faintly dark, but through trees he could see light.

“You’re up!” a voice called out. Kazi turned to see the overjoyed expression of Dalu. She ran over and hugged him. “Oh thank the spirits you’re awake!” She cried, “Its amazing how you escaped that, I thought you were dead.”

“I…I don’t remember how I saved myself from that fall,” Kazi stammered with shock, “I thought you did…”

She shook her head. “No…But don’t worry about it ok? You’re alive and that’s all that matters, just take as a…gift from Mata Nui.”

Kazi took it by logic, which was there was no way that he was saved simply by ‘magic’. Someone saved him…

“Come on,” she said. “If you’re up to it, I’d like to find the other Matoran and head back to village, the Hurricane is well over besides some rain and cloudy skies.”

“What time is it?” Kazi questioned as he stood up.

“Little past noon I think, it recently just stopped storming. But come!”

Well, they met up with the rest of the Matoran and Garan half way there. Garan was really glad to see the two were well, and he said that all went fine.

“Scary but we lived,” Garan said. “Let’s just hope that doesn’t happen again.”

After that, they continued back down to the village, worried what had happened.

Silence was the first thing that had come to mind when Kazi saw the place. 

Rooftops were blown off, trees had fallen over many of the houses, and some were beyond repair. Not only was that but the place flooded horribly. 

“Well at least we have water,” Piruk said quietly.

“It’ll dry up to fast before we will be able to get water,” Kazi sighed, “Oh this is hopeless.” He sat down on the nearest rock, and put his hands on his mask, “Why did this have to happen…Why did any of this have to happen? Why couldn’t we have lived a normal life with a Turaga, watchful Toa, and living in some wonderful place? Were we here just to be laughed at by the Great Spirit?!” He yelled out, looking at the sky, anger and a mix of sadness in them.

Dalu walked over to him, and looked at him, “But we have something special, something that will always help us through this troubled mess.”

“Oh?” Kazi said, looking at her with a weary expression.

“Hope,” She said, “That in the future we will be free of this curse, that tomorrow will bring more hope as we walk on, with our heads up high, lets us not be troubled or down by this, for that is what despair wants.” She bent down and looked at him with a smile. “That all the Matoran will have love and friendship, to the bitter or brighter end. There will always be good, no matter how evil the world, and there will always be light, no matter how dark it may seem.”

Kazi was shocked on Dalu’s wise words; he never knew she could do such a wonderful speech.

“Come on,” she said, holding out a hand. “Let’s start helping the others rebuild.”

''The hurricane is over…It wasn’t as bad, but still caused a lot of damage, and all of the Matoran are rebuilding back our village, maybe even better than before. The Hurricane brought lots of death and despair. But as Dalu said, there will always be hope shinning somewhere, and it will always be lit if there are Matoran, Toa, and many more in this world that will let it shine, and believe in it.

Love, Friendship and Hope….I guess it’s just another way of saying…Unity, Duty and Destiny.

-Kazi''
*

Meanwhile, somewhere else, Vultraz, a Matoran, heard that a rare lava gem was in a Matoran village, and killed the whole village to obtain it, which caught the attention of Vultraz's old friend, a Ko-Matoran named Mazeka, who was searching for the Ta-Matoran who had killed his mentor and stolen their research tablets. Mazeka was disgusted with Vultraz, and fought him.

Mazeka dove aside even as the acid blade slashed through the air where he had been standing. He could hear the angry hiss of centuries-old rock dissolving where the sword had brushed against it. A step slower and that would have been his armor.

He hit the ground and rolled, ending up back on his feet with dagger at the ready. Vultraz twirled the blade over his head, smiling. "You knew it had to come down to this, didn't you?" said the crimson-armored Matoran. "Just the two of us, mask to mask."

"This isn't one of your epic fables," Mazeka replied. "You're a thief and a murderer, Vultraz. You killed an entire village of Matoran who never did a thing to you."

"Except have something I wanted – an intact lava-gem, a rare find on the Tren Krom Peninsula," Vultraz replied. "They didn't want to give it up... thought it appeased the volcano or some such thing, kept it from erupting... a few well-timed explosions and one sea of lava later, and they found out how wrong they were."

Mazeka lunged. Vultraz sidestepped and hit his foe with the flat of his blade, burning an impression of the weapon into his armor. Mazeka stumbled toward the edge of the cliff and caught himself just in time. The entire mountain slope was lined with razor crystals, sharp enough to shred armor and tissue into ribbons.

"How many times do we have to do this?" said Vultraz. "When are you going to realize that you're not a Toa... just some crazy villager who thinks he has to risk his neck fighting the bad guys? Go home, Mazeka. Go back to your little life, before you force me to end it."

Mazeka scrambled to his feet, his back to the cliff. Vultraz was right – he was just a Matoran, with no elemental or mask power. Of course, Vultraz was too, but his old enemy had years of experience at lying, cheating and killing. Up until a few years past, Mazeka had just been a scholar trying to solve the mysteries of the universe. That was before Vultraz killed his mentor and stole valuable tablets containing the results of years of research. The two had clashed many times since then, but the tablets had never been found.

"Put down your weapon, old friend, and walk away," said Vultraz.

"We were never friends!" spat Mazeka.

"Sure, we were," Vultraz grinned. "All those happy years toiling away in our backward little village, trying not to attract Makuta Gorast's attention. I was just the more ambitious of the two of us. I got out.'

"And you've been running ever since," said Mazeka. "Time for it to stop, before you run into something even you can't handle."

Vultraz charged, swinging his blade... but not at Mazeka. Instead, he sliced away at the piece of rock upon which his enemy stood. It disintegrated before the acid and fell away. Mazeka fell, too, grabbing onto the ledge and hanging suspended over the razor crystals.

"I really don't want to kill you," Vultraz said quietly. "You're a link to my past... a reminder of all the things I avoided becoming. But you keep getting in my way, and I can't have that."

Vultraz lifted the blade over his head and brought it down. Mazeka swung to the side, letting go of the ledge with one hand, and used his momentum to carry his legs up. He kicked Vultraz in the side even as that Matoran's attack was carrying him forward. The combination sent Vultraz over the edge of the cliff. He never screamed all the long way down.

Mazeka looked down and cursed. It was impossible to spot Vultraz's body so far below, but that was a mercy, in a way. Sliding hundreds of feet down razor crystals would leave precious little to see. He concentrated on trying to climb back up to safety before he joined his enemy in death.

A hand shod in ocean blue armor grabbed his wrist and pulled him up. It belonged to a warrior Mazeka had never seen before. She carried a chain mace and a shield and looked powerful enough to down a Takea shark with one blow. She wasn't a Toa, he was almost certain, but he had no idea who she might be.

"I'm a... friend," the newcomer said. "Never mind my name. I saw what happened here. You are very brave, Matoran."

Mazeka shook his head. "Not brave. Lucky. And not even that... he died before telling me what I needed to know. Now I have to return to my village and submit myself to the justice of my people."

The warrior shook her head. "Don't fear. You did them a service and will be rewarded... and who knows who else you may have helped today?"

Mazeka didn't answer, just walked away with his head down. The warrior watched him go. When he was almost out of sight, the face and form of his rescuer began to shimmer and change. In a moment, the mighty warrior had been replaced by Makuta Gorast. She looked at Mazeka, then glanced over the cliff.

"Yes, little hero," she said, smiling wickedly. "Who knows, indeed?"

*

Sometimes, a being does something so completely unexpected, so totally surprising, that it shocks even them. On this day, that being was Vultraz – and what he did was wake up.

After falling off a cliff, Vultraz fully expected to be very dead. Instead, he was lying on a slab in a darkened chamber, being tended to by... well, they were Rahi of some kind, and he preferred not to know just what type or why they were prodding him. He wondered if he had somehow survived the fall, only to be dragged off by wild animals as an evening snack.

He tried to move, thinking maybe he could make a quick escape. But his arms and legs were tied down with some kind of vines. These were either really intelligent Rahi, or else there was someone else involved.

That someone else chose that moment to walk in. Vultraz gasped. He had only caught a fleeting glimpse of her a few times, but he knew Makuta Gorast just the same. He tried to pretend he was still unconscious, even though he knew it would not fool her.

"I can read your thoughts," the Makuta hissed. "And your fear, little Matoran. But you have nothing to be afraid of... you are safe here."

If he had dared, Vultraz would have laughed. No one knew what happened to Matoran who wound up in Gorast's clutches, but there were plenty of rumors. Each of them was worse than the last and some were downright revolting. Vultraz had done some pretty bad things in his life, but he was a cuddle-Rahi next to Gorast.

"If that were true, I would have let you fall, instead of having Rahi there to save you," Gorast said. "True, you were damaged... badly... but you survived."

"Why...?" Vultraz stopped. His voice did not sound like his voice. He looked down at his hands – the armor on them was completely different. What had happened here? What had she done?

"You are well known on the peninsula," Gorast replied, once again reading his thoughts. "Too well known for my purposes. But your enemy is busy spreading the word of your death, and the changes I have made will insure no one will recognize you."

"Just... just what is it you want me to do?" Vultraz asked, already knowing he wouldn't like the answer.

"I want you to find a Matoran for me," said Gorast. "A Matoran named Krakua... and when you find him, here is what I want you to do..."

*

Mazeka returned to his village, bringing word of Vultraz's fatal fall. Some greeted him as a hero, though he did not feel like one. He had failed to regain what Vultraz had stolen, failed to capture him – and while the Ta-Matoran's death brought his evil to an end, it was still not something he could bring himself to celebrate.

He was seated alone in his hut that night when someone rapped on the door. When he opened it, there was no one there. Annoyed, he slammed the door and went back to his sleep mat. It was then that he noticed the chair in the center of the room had moved out of position. He went to move it back to where it was, and found he couldn't – it was as if it were rooted to the ground.

"I wouldn't do that," said a deep, rasping voice. "You're only going to hurt yourself."

Mazeka jumped back a good four feet. There was no one else in the room, but someone was talking to him. He grabbed a weapon and spun around. "Who's here? Show yourself!"

"Ah, if only I could," the voice replied. "Unfortunately, not every experiment has happy results. By the way, the only thing you will get from spinning is dizzy. I am in the chair."

"Who are you?" demanded Mazeka, half-convinced he was just hallucinating the whole thing.

"My name is Jerbraz, once one of the most handsome and dashing members of my little circle of friends... that is, back when I could be seen. Now I have to rely on my charm alone to make an impression... that and this nasty sword that conveniently turned invisible with me. If you see someone's head just suddenly go flying off for no reason, it's not your imagination."

Mazeka backed up against the wall, trying to get as far from the chair as he could. "Is that why you're here? To kill me? But I've done nothing to you."

"No," Jerbraz replied. The chair moved back, as if he had risen and pushed it away. "But you did do something quite permanent to a foul little fellow named Vultraz. And the people I work for appreciate that kind of initiative. We want to hire you."

"Who do you work for?" asked Mazeka, still not fully willing to accept the reality of invisible beings offering jobs.

"If I told you, and you declined the offer, I would have to... well, you know. So I guess you will just have to accept or reject..." Jerbraz gave a low chuckle. "...Sight unseen."

"Then can you tell me what the job is?" said Mazeka.

"Yes," replied Jerbraz. Mazeka could tell his visitor was standing right beside him now. An instant later, he felt an invisible hand resting on his shoulder. "It's stopping people like Vultraz – there are more of them than you might think – and protecting their would-be victims. Specifically, to start with, one potential target – a Matoran named Krakua."

Mazeka thought about Vultraz, all the evil things he had done, all the people he had harmed. If there were others out there like him, stealing and killing and ruining lives, how could he turn down a chance to stop them?

"All right," said the Matoran. "As long as I don't have to turn invisible too... I'm in. Just tell me what I have to do..."

*

"Are you sure this is a good idea?" whispered Mazeka.

"No," answered the invisible Jerbraz. "But it's the only idea I have."

The two were on the outskirts of a small village on the Tren Krom peninsula. Mazeka had never seen it before, and he had explored much of the peninsula over the years. At first glance, it looked like any other village – a series of huts, a central meeting area, Matoran wandering about. The only thing that marked it as strange was the absolute silence that permeated every inch of the place.

"What's going on?" Mazeka asked, so quietly he could barely hear himself. Despite that, one of the Matoran stopped and looked around.

"They are De-Matoran," answered Jerbraz. "Matoran of Sonics. Very sensitive to noise, so they train themselves from early on to not make any more than is necessary. On the plus side, their hearing is so acute that they are probably listening to every word we say ... and would be even if we were a kio away."

Mazeka considered that. "Then why are we whispering?"

"Out of respect. Plus they hate loud sounds – that's why no Toa are allowed into the place. Where Toa go, battles follow ... and battles are noisy."

Mazeka felt the invisible hand of Jerbaz tap him on the shoulder. "Krakua is over there, to the left of the clearing – he's the one you're after. Looks like just another villager to me, but the people in power say he matters. So you go in and bring him out ... before someone else does."

The one Jerbraz had identified was standing off by himself, but not by choice. The other Matoran were avoiding him, and giving him nasty looks besides. Mazeka quickly figured out why: Krakua was humming to himself.

"Someone thinks he may wind up a Toa someday," Jerbraz continued. "I can see why. Matoran with the calling sometimes are a little ... eccentric. Almost like their brain knows something it isn't telling them."

At Jerbraz's urging, Mazeka slipped into the village and beckoned to Krakua. He was careful not to call out to them. No point in drawing unwanted attention to himself. When Krakua joined him at the outskirts, Mazeka said, "You don't know me, but I've been sent here to find you."

"By whom?" asked Krakua.

"I can't tell you that," answered Mazeka.

"Okay. How about why?"

"I can't tell you that either," Mazeka replied, already feeling very uncomfortable.

"Is there anything you can tell me?" asked Krakua, frustrated.

Mazeka looked over Krakua's shoulder. Something was rolling into the center of the De-Matoran village. "Yes!" he yelled, diving for Krakua. "Trust me!"

The two hit the ground, hard. Mazeka clamped his hands over Krakua's ears just in time. A wall of sound struck the village, excruciatingly loud for a being with normal senses, beyond devastating for the Matoran of Sonics. Matoran hit the ground almost instantly, overcome by the sound. Mazeka almost passed out as well, but he fought to stay conscious and do what he could to protect Krakua.

When the effect finally ended, Mazeka couldn't hear his own voice. He called out Jerbraz's name a few times, but couldn't have heard the answer if it came and felt no taps on his shoulder. Had the Order agent deserted him?

Before he could worry about that, someone entered the clearing. It was a Ta-Matoran, though not one Mazeka recognized. He idly picked up the device used to fell the villagers, smiled, and tossed it away. Then he surveyed the unconscious Matoran as if he were looking for someone in particular. Now and then, he would use his sword to roll one over and get a better look.

Mazeka took his hands away from Krakua's head. Using hand signals, he told Krakua to follow him. Mazeka started away, but stepped on a branch, snapping it. He was still unable to hear, so he never noticed the noise. But the Ta-Matoran did.

An instant later, Krakua was spinning Mazeka around. As he did, a dagger thrown by the Ta-Matoran buried itself in a nearby tree. Mazeka drew his own blade, ready to fight. But the Ta-Matoran didn't advance – in fact, he seemed a little startled.

"Go!" Mazeka yelled to Krakua. "Get out of here! I'll handle this."

Krakua hesitated. Then his feet left the ground and he was flying into the jungle. Mazeka almost smiled – Jerbraz hadn't left after all. He was carrying Krakua to safety.

The Ta-Matoran advanced. Mazeka leaned back a little on his heels, ready to meet the attack. The Ta-Matoran made a few tentative attacks, then went to work, hacking and slashing. Mazeka parried the blows, even landing a few of his own. All the while, something was nagging at him. There was something familiar about his enemy – not how he looked, nor how he sounded, since he hadn't said a word. No, it was his moves in combat. Once in a while, he would do something that struck a familiar chord, then it would be gone.

Unfortunately, the middle of a fight is not the best time to try to and jog one's memory. The Ta-Matoran took advantage of his distraction to disarm him. Mazeka tried to retrieve his blade, but the Ta-Matoran got in between him and his weapon. A swift stroke and Mazeka had lost his mask. He stumbled and fell to the ground.

His enemy stood over him, smiling. He lifted his blade for the killing stroke, twirling it over his head for a moment.

And then Mazeka knew. Someone or something had changed his appearance, but that habit of twirling his blade before a final attack ... only one person did that in Mazeka's memory.

"Vultraz!" he gasped. "You're ... alive?"

"More than I can say for you," whispered Vultraz, as he swung his razor-sharp sword at Mazeka's head ...

Mazeka forced himself to keep his eyes open as Vultraz brought the blade down toward his head. He wouldn't give his enemy the satisfaction of seeing he was afraid.

The razor-sharp steel came closer, closer ... Mazeka accepted that it would be his last sight in life ...

And then the sword stopped, less than a quarter of an inch from Mazeka's mask. When he looked beyond the blade, Mazeka could see that Vultraz was smiling.

"No, I don't need to kill you now," said the Ta-Matoran. "I've beaten you. Every breath you take from now on is only because I allow it. No matter where you go, who you fight, how many battles you win – you'll know you're only walking, talking, living because of me." Vultraz laughed. "I just saved your life, Mazeka ... I think that rates a thank you, don't you?"

Mazeka said nothing, just glared with hate-filled eyes at his enemy.

"Of course, it's a shame that I lost the little De-Matoran, but no worries – I'll catch up to him later, and give him what I didn't give you," Vultraz continued. "As for you ... live a long life, Mazeka. I want you around to remember this day."

With that, the Ta-Matoran withdrew his sword and vanished into the jungle. Mazeka got to his feet, ready to pursue him and settle things once and for all. But an invisible hand restrained him.

"That's not what we're here for," said Jerbraz. Mazeka could hear him clearly, though he could not see him. "We got what we came to get. Be satisfied with that."

"But --" Mazeka began, angry and frustrated. Then he stopped. Jerbraz was right. If this Krakua was so important, getting him before Vultraz did was what mattered most ... wasn't it?

"Krakua is someplace safe," said Jerbraz. "Now he can be trained. There's a reason you don't see a lot of Toa of Sonics around – they are vulnerable to their own power. One of the Great Beings' little jokes, I guess. We'll make sure he can use his power – all of it – when he becomes a Toa someday ... because we're going to need it."

Mazeka was only half listening. His mind was on his fight with Vultraz – a fight he vowed wasn't over. "Listen," he said. "I did what you asked. Now I want a favor in return. I want training."

"What kind?" asked Jerbraz.

"I want to learn how to fight," said Mazeka, his tone grim. "I want to learn how to win clean ... and win dirty. When I'm done, I want to be a master with a blade, with my fists, with any kind of weapon – and then I want you to get out of my way."

"You're going after that Ta-Matoran, I'm guessing?" said Jerbraz.

Mazeka walked away from the voice, deeper into the jungle. "We're wasting time. You have a Matoran to deliver ... and I have a hunt to get ready for."

Metru Nui

''Screams filled the air as Matoran and Rahi alike ran for cover. Every few seconds, another creature would fall to the ground, covered in strands of green web as the Visorak continued their assault. Norik could only watch in horror as the other five Rahaga, Keetongu, and Turaga Dume were all captured and mutated by the poisonous spiders. After nothing else was left standing, the monstrous insects turned on him...''

Norik awoke with a loud gasp, his heartlight flashing rapidly. Realizing it had only been a dream, he tried to go back to sleep, but it was no use, so he got up and relieved Bomonga of watch duty. Since power was still out in the city, a fire had been lit on the balcony of the Coliseum - the place where Keetongu, Turaga Dume, and the six Rahaga had been living for the past five hundred years while they healed the city's Rahi and sent them back to their homelands as well as the odd effort at repairs. The red, hunched figure sat down by the fire and began to stoke it with his staff and brood over his nightmare.

"Do we know that the hordes are really gone?" he asked himself out loud. "No, Vakama disbanded them and their leaders are dead," he reasoned after a few minutes. "Everyone here is safe now."

''I wouldn't be too sure about that,'' thought the dark figure hiding in the shadows behind Norik. As the being activated his powers of concealment and slipped away back to his home in the Archives, he allowed himself a small chuckle. ''Not about the Visorak and especially not about you being safe.''

*

Rain fell from the perpetually dark sky of Metru Nui as a score of Visorak crawled up the coastline. Water ran down their backs in streams and mixed in with the viscous venom dripping from their mouths; the sight of Visorak arriving anywhere was a sight no one ever forgot. Long ago, this particular group had been separated from the rest of the horde, but they had reached their destination at last. The group's self-proclaimed leader, a Keelerak, looked around at the partially broken buildings of the city in confusion: they were clean, not a single strand of green. Out of the corner of its eye, it caught the tiniest hint of motion and instinctively fired a web at it. With a loud howl, a Kavinika fell to the ground, struggling to free itself. The Keelerak scuttled forward, sank its pincers into the canine Rahi, and injected its mutative venom.

''Perhaps,'' the green Visorak reasoned as its prey began to writhe as the mutation took hold, ''we're just early.'' With that, it ordered its band to fan out through the city and mutate everything in sight.

*

Keetongu bolted upright and, growling, ran to the edge of the Coliseum's balcony outer balcony. Norik got up from the fire to ask what the problem was, but before he had even gone two steps, the giant, yellow Rahi gave a loud roar, jumped onto the nearest building, and bounded away through the city. Frozen only momentarily with shock, Norik quickly roused the other Rahaga and Dume and told them about Keetongu's disappearance.

"So he just left?" asked Bomonga incredulously.

"No... he did say one word before he leapt from the balcony..." Norik replied tentatively.

"And that word was...?" said Iruini expectantly.

"Visorak," said Norik darkly.

"Well then, we had better make sure that there is still a city left for Vakama and the others to come back to," said Turaga Dume, picking up a disk launcher with burning determination in his eyes.

*

The Dark Hunter named Dweller slunk into the shadows of the Coliseum and watched seven small figures leave it. Shielding his eyes from the rain which had just started up, he noted their direction and followed them.

''If they are as wise as the Shadowed One says they are, then they will know exactly where to go to find their precious Keetongu,'' he thought. ''And when they do, I will have the perfect report to give my master.'' Dweller quickened his pace. ''I need to make sure that I'm present for the entire battle - wouldn't want to deprive the Shadowed One of knowing what it looks like when a Rahaga dies, now would I?''

After only a few minutes of walking, Keetongu could be seen up ahead trying to fend off twenty Visorak simultaneously, but it was clear that he was tiring. A Keelerak saw the Turaga and six Rahaga and ran up to them, but instantly stopped when Dume fired a Kanoka of poison removal at the ground in front of the creature, and, although it did not unleash its power, it did knock out a large piece of pavement.

"Take one more step, monster, and I will show you what it feels like to be mutated yourself," he warned, loading a disk of random reconstitution into his launcher. The Keelerak made as if to consider his proposal, but instead it fired a projectile of its own that barely missed the red Turaga. 

With a huge crash, Keetongu fell to the ground, unable to fight any more. The fifteen Visorak that had been crawling on his body scuttled off and faced their new opponents.

"Stop!" cried Gaaki. "The horde is no more! You are free now!" The Keelerak ignored her and began hissing what were obviously attack commands. As Rhotuka began to fly through the air from both sides, Dweller crept into a dark alley to watch the fight from a safe place.

The Keelerak then blasted a Rhotuka at Pouks's feet, but he was able to jump out of the way in time. When he landed, he locked eyes with Dume and they both nodded. The brown Rahaga fired a lasso Rhotuka and dragged the green spider into the small crater that Dume had made. Just as the Rhotuka's energies dissipated, though, Dume activated his Noble Kiril and closed the hole in the pavement around one of the Visorak's feet. Then, true to his word, Dume blasted it with a random reconstitution disk causing the Keelerak to transform into a spiky blob with neither legs nor mouth.

Deprived of their leader, it was not long until the other Visorak were defeated. Using his staff, Kualus summoned the island's last flock of ice bats to distract the spiders while the other Rahaga and Dume helped Keetongu to his feet. Fully recovered and fueled with vengeance, Keetongu opened the recently repaired hatch in his chest that held his Rhotuka launcher and fired a wheel of energy that had the equivalent power of fifteen Visorak attacks back at the group that sent ten of them skidding across the pavement. The rest, he swung at with his shield while the Rahaga captured them with their Rhotuka.

When the final Visorak fell to the ground under the effects of one of Norik's snare Rhotuka, Dweller could scarcely believe the scene that had just unfolded before his eyes. Somehow the Rahaga, Turaga, and Keetongu had won, and easily at that. As the elusive Dark Hunter returned to his home in the Archives, he was torn between how he felt about the outcome. On one hand, this meant that the island city was still inhabited, but on the other, it meant that the Brotherhood of Makuta had failed once again to take over Metru Nui so it would be easier for the Dark Hunters to do so later. In the end, he decided that the latter was more appealing for the residents of Metru Nui would be conquered sooner or later and he was willing to wait.

*

''Once again, screams filled the air, but not due to Visorak this time. The Matoran, Toa, and Turaga all ran for cover as buildings exploded and powerful beings ran through the city attacking everything in sight. In the heart of all the chaos and destruction was an evil face laughing manically - it was the Shadowed One.''

Like the previous night, Norik awoke breathing heavily and with his heartlight flashing frantically. Iruini, who was tending to the fire, looked at him quizzically.

"Is everything all right, brother?"

"Yes," said Norik in a relieved tone, "It was only a dream."

''For now, perhaps'', thought Dweller as he deactivated his power to induce nightmares and stealthily returned to the shadows.

Later Keetongu left to help other Visorak victims.

Mata Nui

The Turaga on Mata Nui captured thousands of Kraata, and imprisoned them in the Kraata Cave. Several battles between infected Rahi and the Ta-Koro Guard ended in the Charred Forest being destroyed. One battle against a Muaka lasted two days, and it was barely driven off.

*

"This is the biggest canoe I've ever seen," said Amaya as she sat between Macku and Marka in the three-bio-long boat. 

Behind her, Marka adjusted herself. "You know Kai and her ideas. If she could, she'd have made the boat big enough to fit the entire village!" 

"A rowing club!" exclaimed Macku. "I wish I'd thought of that!"

Amaya chuckled. Her gaze moved past Macku to the prow, where Kai was cupping her hands around her mouth. 

"Ga-Matoran!" she called. "Ready oars!"

Macku leaned back to speak over her shoulder. "That's those stick things, Amaya." 

"I know what an oar is," said Amaya. She set her feet against the block under Macku's seat. Her eyes scanned the floor. "Uh...where are they?"

Macku patted the u-shaped swivel hooking on the boat's side. "Right where they belong. In the oarlocks."

"Yeah, uh-huh, sure," said Amaya. "Oarlocks." She grabbed her oar handles. "I can't believe I let you two talk me into this."

Marka laughed. 

"Back it up!" commanded Kai. "Into position!"

Along with the five other rowers, Amaya pushed on her double oars to turn the boat away from the Ga-Koro lily pad and move it into starting position.

"Good!" shouted Kai. "Ready, row...and row...and row..." 

Aware of the water surface skimming by, Amaya concentrated on the steady rhythm of Kai's commands. This wasn't that bad. The team worked as a unit. Turaga Nokama would be prou--

The boat jerked. A shriek erupted from behind Amaya. 

"Hold water! Hold water!" screamed Kai. "Stop the bo--" The boat's stern tipped downward and Kai tumbled forward.

The sky whirled overhead as Amaya fell backwards into Marka. 

"Help me!" Marka's scream mingled with those of the other Ga-Matoran.

Amaya struggled to shove herself upright, twisting her body to see the stern. She gasped. A thick tentacle gripped Marka's torso.

"Help!" cried Marka, pushing against the tentacle. "Get it off! Get it off!" 

Amaya searched about her. "My oar! Where's my oar!" Her hand slid along the boat's side until her fingers wrapped around the handle. Of course. In the oarlock, right where it belonged. 

She yanked the oar free and slammed it down on the tentacle. Marka screamed. Amaya raised her oar but froze in mid-strike as the creature dragged Marka over the side. Water covered her head, silencing her final cry. 

"No!" Oar still in hand, Amaya flung herself into the water. 

Through a flurry of bubbles, she saw a multi-armed, dark shape loom to her left. Two glowing eyes blinked at her. She hesitated a moment, then started jabbing at the eyes again and again with the handle of her oar.

The water exploded around her as Kai and her four Ga-Matoran teammates dropped into the sea. Amaya glanced at them and thrust her oar toward the Rahi's eyes again. Quickly, her teammates joined with her, stabbing and slashing at the Rahi.

Another bubble storm blinded them, and they paused their attack. The water cleared. Marka floated face-up before them. The Rahi had released her.

Amaya snatched Marka and carried her to the surface. One by one, the others surfaced beside her. They stared at the capsized boat and the bubbling wake of the fleeing Rahi.

"What was that thing?" someone asked.

"Where's it going?" said another.

Kai's eyes traced the direction of the Rahi. "Ga-Koro!" she said. "Quick! After it!"

While the others raced off, Amaya stared into Marka's unconscious face. Her dark blue Hau was gone, and her heartlight blinked faintly, but she was still breathing. "I've got to get you to shore," said Amaya.

*

Churning water halted Amaya a short distance from Ga-Koro. She bobbed in the water and watched the Rahi's attack. Huge tentacles reached onto the lily pad, tearing off pieces and dragging huts and equipment into the sea. The Ga-Matoran villagers attempted to beat off the Rahi with fishing staffs.

"They need help!" said Amaya.

Shifting Marka's weight, Amaya continued with strong, swift strokes until she reached the far western edge of the lily pad. "You'll be safe here," she said as she set Marka on the pad. She spied a coiled rope, and, with an idea in mind, she snagged it. 

Amaya dived underwater and sped in the direction of the battle. The beast's enormous tentacles whipped the water ahead, but Amaya didn't slow. Ga-Matoran swam around the beast, stabbing at it with fishing staffs. Village debris floated and bobbed in the water. 

Uncoiling her rope, Amaya darted into the twisting tentacles. She wrapped her rope around the nearest tentacle. Something knocked against her, pushing her back. She dashed in and wrapped the rope again, and again. Beaks at the ends of the tentacles snapped at her from all directions.

''If I can just get--''

A tentacle wound around her neck. Amaya grabbed at it with one hand and flung the rope around it with the other. The tentacle tightened. She pulled to loosen it, but it wouldn't budge. It began yanking her upward. She raised her eyes to the snapping, beak-like mouth above. 

Uh-oh.

Amaya jammed the rope into the Rahi's mouth. It spit it out. 

The exertion of the battle and lack of air weakened her. She felt faint. She tried to stuff the rope in again but missed. A tentacle slapped against her Komau, knocking it loose. A beak bit into her leg. She shoved again with the rope as the mouth loomed closer. She needed to breathe. She needed... Something clutched her foot, but she hardly felt it.

I need... 

Her grip on the Rahi loosened. 

I need... 

Her world went black.

*

"Amaya."

Amaya stirred. The Rahi! The fight! She bolted upright. "The village!"

Turaga Nokama quieted Amaya with a hand to her shoulder. "The village is safe."

Amaya looked around. She was lying on the Ga-Koro lily pad. She held her breath. Marka. What about Marka? "Marka? Is she..." 

"I'm right here!" 

Amaya's eyes flew past the Turaga to see Marka, grinning and waving.

"Marka!" said Amaya. "You're alive! And you have your Hau!"

Marka nodded at the Ga-Matoran on Amaya's other side. "Macku got it for me!"

Amaya smiled up at Macku, who smiled back. 

"She said you saved me," added Marka.

"She saved us all!" said Macku. "Tangling the Rahi up in a rope! That was brilliant, Amaya! Brilliant!"

"It was foolhardy and reckless," Turaga Nokama admonished. "You nearly drowned, Amaya. Or worse."

"I was certain of it," said Amaya. "What happened? How did I get here?"

"I had your foot," said Macku. "And I wasn't letting go. With the Rahi tangled, we went at it full force until it dropped you and swam away. Well, tried to swim. Hard to swim when you're all knotted up like that." She chuckled. "That was a sight."

Amaya turned her gaze to the Turaga. "What was it? Do you know?"

Turaga Nokama stared out at the sea and shook her head. 

Marka wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. "I guess the big question is, will it be back?" 

Amaya surveyed the wreckage of the lily pad. Huts down, the shoreline shredded... The amount of damage a Rahi that size could do... 

She shivered, too. 

Everyone shivered.

"Let's hope not," said Turaga Nokama.

*

One time, one of the miners of Onu-Koro commented on the quality of particular carvings. Po-Matoran took offense at the statement and blamed the miners for poor quality stone. The dispute worsened until rocks, shovels, and hammers started being hurled between the two camps, forcing the Turaga to intervene. 

To settle the conflict, they developed the idea of a competition, according to 10 basic rules. The 11th Rule, or the so-called "New Rule," came into place when some fields began to suffer from attacks by dangerous Rahi. The rule was further expanded with the Onu-Koro Addendum after an incident involving the local Ussalry during a Mounted Crab match.

And thus, the sport named Koli was formed.

Takua's Quest

Discontent with staying in the village of Ta-Koro, Takua's heart was not in his work. Eventually, he was banished by Vakama for his lack of work ethic, and abandoned the village. 

Onu-Wahi

Later, while Takua was in Onu-Wahi, Jala came to him.

“Good morning Takua! I’ve heard that Turaga Whenua wants to see you. Head up this beach and talk to everyone you see. You’ll eventually come to the cave entrance to the underground village, where you’ll find Whenua!” he instructed.

Takua set off to Onu-Koro, having to solve several problems on his way there. Takua arrived in the village eventually. At the entrace, two guards confronted him.

“Halt! Who goes there!”

“Yeah – who goes there!”

“I already said that!”

“Said what?”

“Who goes there!”

“Why are you asking me?”

The guards startled, Takua entered the underground village where he talked to several Matoran. There, a Matoran came to him in panic.

“Our village is in desperate need of your help! We fear that the Vatuka Beast has Whenua and he is being held captive in the passageways to the east! You will need Vakamas Firestaff to see your way in the dark tunnels. It can be found in the village.”

After hearing this, Takua set off to find the staff. He met with Onepu who spoke to him.

“I am Onepu, the greatest off all Ussal crab racers in Onu-Koro. The sacred Toa Onua Stone has been stolen from Kini-Nui, the largest temple on Mata Nui! With our Toa Stone stolen, we need a champion to recover it. Do you think you are good enough to search for the Toa Stone?”

Takua continued and eventually found Vakama’s Firestaff in Onu-Koro. He acquired it.

“Whenua was last seen near the mines...”, an Onu-Matoran told him. Takua set off to find the missing Turaga. Before he could exit the village, however, a Matoran came to him.

“Takua! Wait! I am Taipu, who stands to the left of Whenua during the Great Takara. Something terrible has happened to Whenua! He went to inspect the mines, and we haven’t seen him since. You have to find him!”

Driven, Takua left the village to search for Whenua from the passageways in the east. On the way he was forced to battle several Rahi including yellow Fikou spiders. He used the Firestaff to see in the dark and sometimes temporarily blind enemies with its glow. He also had to dodge several rolling boulders and falling dripstones. After adventuring in the tunnels for some while, Takua came upon a pile of boulders, which then formed a Vatuka. While the Vatuka attacked, Takua could see Whenua in a cage hanging from the cave ceiling. After a struggle, Takua defeated the Vatuka and lowered Whenuas cage by rolling two boulders on two platforms. Whenua stepped out and thanked Takua.

“Thank you for rescuing me! You’re quite the adventurer. We had better get back Onu-Koro! There is much that I must tell you. Follow me!”

The Turaga and the Matoran returned to Onu-Koro.

“It is a time of great danger, Takua. The island of Mata Nui is under siege by the evil Makuta!” Whenua reminded. “Dangerous beasts wearing the infected masks of Makuta roam the land. Each of the six villages on Mata Nui are in danger! I have heard that some of my fellow Turaga are missing... and their tools, like Vakama’s Firestaff, have been scattered about the island. Makuta has also stolen the sacred Toa Stones that are used to tell the legends! You must seek out the Toa Onua stone in the passageways north of here. If the Toa Stones are not recovered, the Legend of Mata Nui cannot be told. Alas, that is not the end of it. The Vuata Maca trees that provides fruit to our village has been poisoned! Only by finding the two Vuata Maca crystals and returning them to the tree can it be healed.”

With this, Turaga Whenua handed Takua a Volo Lutu launcher. Takua then left to the northern tunnels to find the Toa Stone of Onua. Once again he had to battle several Rahi on his journey. On his way he found the two Vuata Maca crystals and eventually he found the Toa stone from a cavern. He retrieved it and returned to Onu-Koro.

“Thank you for getting our Toa Stone back! You are now free to go to the next village”, Whenua told Takua. Takua also gave the two Vuata Maca crystals to the Vuata Maca tree keeper of the village, reviving the tree. Before leaving the village, Takua took part in an Ussal Racing competition. After the competing, Takua took a tunnel to Ga-Wahi, hoping to further help the villages of Mata Nui.

Ga-Wahi

Once again Takua had to battle many Rahi in order to reach Ga-Koro and he also had to use the Volo Lutu launcher more than once. Finally he arrived at the village and was greeted by a Ga-Matoran.

“Welcome to Ga-Koro! You may have access to our village by participating in our boat race. You’ll race against me. I’m really fast!” So Takua participated in the Ngalawa Boat Race and his team eventually won. Takua was able to access the village then.

While walking in the village, Takua learned from the Vuata Maca tree keeper of the village that their Vuata Maca tree was dying too. Also, knowing that Turaga Nokama had been captured, went on to search for her in the watery Ga-Wahi. After battling Rahi, he reached a cave. Inside, he discovered Turaga Nokama, but she was guarded by a Makika toad, which threw Takua out of the cave everytime he was caught by the beast. Finally Takua was able to stun the creature temporarily by throwing a large boulder on its head. While the creature was stunned, Takua carried Nokama out of the cave. The two then returned to the village.

“Thank you for rescuing me, little one”, Nokama thanked. “The island of Mata Nui needs your help! As I have feared, some of the sacred Toa Stones are still missing. Our own Toa Gali Stone was taken by a creature that lives in the cliffs across the harbor. The harbor is to the southwest.”

Takua immedietly left for the harbor, which appeared to be more like a maze in a canyon than a group of small islands as other places of Ga-Wahi were. Once again Takua had to face many Rahi on his journey. He also confronted several Daikau plants. He found two Vuata Maca crystals and later the Toa Stone on a plateau. He took the stone to Nokama who thanked him.

“Thank you for getting our Toa Stone back! You are now free to go to the next village.”

Takua also gave the the Vuata Maca crystals to the tree keeper of Ga-Koro before leaving to Po-Wahi, Motara Desert.

Po-Wahi

Shortly after arriving at the desert, Takua met a Matoran who instructed him.

“You can use the drill to dig under some enemies and knock them over or to dig under walls like this one”, he said, pointing to a wall next to him. “Giant scorpions can be distracted with a boulder”, he added, before Takua resumed his travels. Shortly afterwards, he found the Drill Of Onua. He used it to dig under a wall and continued his search of Po-Koro. On his way he had to battle more Rahi.

After a while, Takua found a panicked Matoran with a pile of boulders next to him.

“Help! My friend is trapped under these rocks! We were practicing Koli when a wild kick smacked those boulders over here... will you help us?” he pleaded. Takua tossed three rocks out of the way and then rolled a larger one from atop the Matoran, named Podu, freeing him.

“Uhh... thanks... You can have this Amana Volo, I’m not using it”, he said, giving Takua the new item. Takua continued his journey, until he found Po-Koro. He was halted by two guards.

“Stop! Who are you!”

“What do you want!”

“Why are you here!”

“How do we know you aren’t an ally of Makuta?”

“What’s the password?”

“There isn’t a password!”

“That’s right. Ok, you can pass.”

“I already live here!”

Takua stepped into the village. He found out that the Vuata Maca tree of Po-Koro was dying too. The tree keeper asked Takua to bring the Vuata Maca crystals to him so the tree could be revived.

Soon, Takua encountered Huki.

“I am the village Koli champion! Let’s play! Kick as many rocks into your opponent’s goals as possible, while defending your own. The player who makes the most goals wins!”

Despite his quest, Takua took part in a game of Koli. After the game he left to search for Onewa, who too had been trapped by a Rahi. Just outside the village, Takua recovered Onewa’s Stone Hammer. Continuing in Po-Wahi, he battled many Rahi and managed to recover the Vuata Maca crystals. Soon after, he found another Po-Matoran in panic.

“Help, my Moa bird is trapped behind those two boulders and neither of them will move!”

Takua freed the Moa by smashing the boulders with the Stone Hammer.

“Thanks for helping me get my Moa bird out”, the Matoran thanked. Takua resumed his search for Onewa. He had to use the Drill of Onua to collapse a pillar of stone. He then reached a clearing, with dozens of angry bugs guarding a cage surrounded by pillars. Although the bugs were hard to avoid, Takua managed to use the Drill again to dig under certain spots in the ground that made the pillars crumble. He then freed Onewa from the cage.

“It was so hot in that cage! Let’s go back to the village, it’s much cooler there”, he said. The Turaga and Matoran then returned to Po-Koro. There, Onewa congratulated him.

“You’re the best, Takua! The desert just won’t be the same when you’re gone.”

After this, Takua gave the tree keeper the two Vuata Maca crystals and the tree was healed. After this, Takua returned to Po-Wahi to search for the Toa Stone of this village. He soon found a disk from the ground and took it.

After battling many Rahi and adventuring in the canyons of Po-Wahi, Takua came upon a Kofo Jaga scorpion that viciously attacked him. Takua was able to defeat it by digging under it whenever it was striking a boulder nearby. Takua then retrieved the Toa Stone from the Rahi and took it back to Po-Koro. Onewa congratulated him and Takua left to Le-Wahi, Fau Swamp.

Le-Wahi

Journeying far south, Takua managed to find a grand tree in the dangerous swamp, in which Le-Koro was built. Unable to enter the village, due to its height, he knocked down a Le-Matoran from a bird, but, got entangled into a village contest of Kewa bird riding where players tied to knock others off their Kewas. After completing the contest, Takua managed to get to the village and was greeted by a Le-Matoran.

“Your skill at riding the Kewa bird is impressive!” he said. “I must ask for your help. Matau, the Turaga of our village, has been kidnapped. Only Matau knows the secrets of the Toa Lewa Stone! You must rescue him if you can...”

Takua decided to explore the village a bit before going to rescue the Turaga. Many Matoran spoke to him.

“I’ve heard that Matoro is afraid of heights! Can you believe that?”

“Matau has lost his Kau Kau Staff. Have you seen it?”

“I like it up here in the trees. It’s very peaceful.”

“Have you tried your hand at Kewa Bird riding yet?”

Takua also met the tree keeper of Le-Koro.

“We have a major problem here in Le-Koro. Makuta has ruined our Vuata Maca Tree, we’re not sure how. In order to restore this tree to health, you must find the two Vuata Maca crystals for it. After you find them, return them to me. We know you can help us, Takua”, he said.

Before leaving the village to find Matau, Takua discovered Nuju’s Ice Pick in the village and took it with him.

While traveling in Le-Wahi in search for Matau, Takua recovered the two Vuata Maca crystals. Again, he had to face many Rahi in the wilderness. After some while he found a Kewa nest. Takua saw lots of boulders around, but whenever he lifted one, the mother Kewa would come and take the boulder in it’s nest. This turned out to be a good thing for Takua. The Kewa thought the boulders were food and accidently stunned it’s babies in the nest, where Turaga Matau was trapped. Eventually the bird grabbed Takua too and brought him to it’s nest. 

“Oh Takua – you saved me! Time to go back to the village”, Matau said. Takua quickly freed Matau and the two of them escaped back to the village. There, Matau gave Takua his Kau Kau Staff and spoke to him.

“Once again you have proven that a small stature does not prevent great deeds! As a reward for rescuing me, here is my Kau Kau Staff. With it you can clear trees from your path. Use it wisely! Only the foolish use the Kau Kau Staff without good purpose. Once you find the Toa Lewa Stone, you must go to the ice lands to the northeast. I’ve heard that a strange tree nearby may provide the answer to the location of the Toa Lewa Stone. Search wisely, and may Lewa look out for you!”

Before leaving to find the Toa Stone, Takua gave the Vuata Maca crystals to the tree keeper and thus healed their Vuata Maca tree. “Lewa be praised! Thanks for getting those Vuata Maca Tree crystals, Takua!” the tree keeper praised.

Takua then left Le-Koro for Le-Wahi. He battled several Lightning Bugs and other Rahi and used the Kau Kau Staff to clear wood out of his way. He collected four disk-like items and used them to open a hatch in a tree, which revealed the Toa Stone. Takua took it and returned to Le-Koro, where Turaga Matau congratulated him. Takua then left for Ko-Wahi.

Ko-Wahi

Arriving in Ko-Wahi, Takua met a Ko-Matoran on a bridge.

“I’m always in the mood for a snowball fight! Get ready! You will slide around on the ice when you fling snowballs. If you can avoid being totally covered in snow, you win!”

Takua was practically dragged into the Huai Snowball Sling comptetition, but he competed well and moved on. He was once again stopped by a pair of guards.

“Go back, or you’ll be frozen in ice!”

“No, you’ll be buried in snow.”

“Frozen in ice is better.”

“I like buried in snow!”

“Let’s compromise: go back or you’ll be really-really cold!”

However, Takua advanced and crushed two snow piles with the Stone Hammer and moved forward. He was not in Ko-Koro yet, but instead found himself avoiding and dodging large snowbirds in the cold of Ko-Wahi. He also confronted many other Rahi. He managed to defeat and escape the Rahi and he finally got to enter the village of Ko-Koro. There several Matoran talked to him.

“I’ve heard that Matoro has a very good singing voice.”

“Ko-Koro is too cold! I’d much rather live in a warm village, like Po-Koro”, an unusual Ko-Matoran stated.

“Many from our village like to skate on Lake Naho.”

“If you win all the village games, you get the Copper Mask!”

“Nuju’s Ice Pick can be used to turn hot lava into cool stone.”

“All of this snow is making my feet cold...”

Takua also met the tree keeper of the village who asked Takua to retrieve two Vuata Maca crystals to heal their dying Vuata Maca tree. Then Takua met a Matoran who told him of the disappearance of Turaga Nuju.

“You’ve arrived just in time! Turaga Nuju has been kidnapped by a horde of evil beasts! My friend Matoro has been injured! The best trackers of our village have been unable to reach Nuju. You must rescue Nuju!”

Determined to find the elder, Takua left the village to the icy slopes of Ko-Wahi to find him. He battled several Rahi on his search. He also managed to find and recover one of the Vuata Maca crystals on his journey. He eventually found Nuju stranded on a cliff. He saved the Turaga, who thanked him.

“Thank you for saving me, Takua. Let’s go back to the village, we can talk more there.”

The two returned to Ko-Koro.

“As a reward for rescuing me, I have a gift for you... Nokama’s Trident! With this staff you’ll be able to launch water balls at your enemies. Now that you have proven your ability, I must ask for your aid. The sacred Toa Kopaka Stone has been stolen from Kini-Nui. It must be found and returned so the Legend of Mata Nui can be told. In addition, Makuta’s henchmen have stolen the Element of Melting from our village. This artifact helps us melt the ice that covers Mt. Ihu and lets some water flow freely around our village.”

Taking the trident, Takua set off to find the Toa Stone and the Element of Melting. He found the Element of Melting first, after defeating a couple of Rahi in the wilderness. He also found the other Vuata Maca crystal. Soon after he found several piles of snow and ice. After smashing them with the Stone Hammer, he realized they were some kind of giant birds hiding in snow. The birds attacked, but Takua defeated them all and retrieved the Toa Stone from one of them. He then returned to the village.

In the village, Nuju congratulated Takua. Takua also gave the Vuata Maca crystals to the tree keeper, saving the Vuata Maca tree of Ko-Koro. He then set off for Ta-Wahi to, with only one Toa Stone remaining to be found.

Ta-Wahi

Arriving in Ta-Wahi, Takua was forced to fight several Rahi, including red fire Vatuka and Husi. He used the Ice Pick to get across lava. Finally he arrived in Ta-Koro, where two guards saw him.

“There he is! Let’s get him!”

“We can’t let him get away!”

“Stop where you are!”

“Ok!”

“Not you, silly!”

Takua entered the village and spoke to several Ta-Matoran.

“Jala is a very good lavasurfer. Have you raced against him yet?”

“Ta-Koro is too hot! I’d much rather live in a cool village, like Ko-Koro.”

“I’ve heard that Kapura likes to wander around Mata Nui in his spare time.”

“Have you tried Ignalu Lava Surfing? It’s a blast!”

“Jala says we have to keep a shard lookout for Rahi!”

“You look like a strong fellow! Have you thought of joining the village guard?”

“A dangerous lava creature was seen near Ta-Koro a few days ago. Be careful!”

To his surprise, Takua found Turaga Vakama in the village and he hadn’t been captured like the other Turaga.

“I’ve heard about you, Takua. You’re just a villager! You’ve come very far for one so small. I’ve heard about how skilled you are, but I am not convinced. Are you strong enough to recover the lost Toa Tahu Stone? I don’t think you’re up to the task! But I am willing to give you a chance. Before you can help us find our Toa Tahu Stone, you must help us purify the only source of water to our village. Makuta’s henchmen have poisoned our wells, and we need to find them! If you can find an antidote, I’ll give you the help you need to find the Toa Tahu Stone”, Vakama spoke to Takua with doubt of his skills. Determined to prove the Turaga wrong, Takua  left to complete the task. Before he could exit the village, however, he was asked to recover the two Vuata Maca crystals by the tree keeper of Ta-Koro. He also participated in an Ignalu lavasurfing competition.

Soon after, Takua got a lavaboard. With this, Takua left to find the antidote. He found it shortly after battling a few red Vatuka and hurried back to the village. In the village, he was approached by Jala.

“It’s about time! Where have you been? Vakama has been taken by a band of hot-headed Fire Maha! Only you can save Vakama, as I must stay here and guard the village.”

Takua hurried out of the village to find Vakama. After traveling for some time, he heard Vakama shout to him from a cage.

“Help me! Those Maha over there have the key to this cage. You must knock them all out to get the key!”

Takua then noticed a group of Fire Mahi running around. He followed them and knocked them all out and got the key. He then went and freed Vakama.

“You have saved me, let’s go back to the village”, Vakama said.

They returned to Ta-Koro.

“Well, I guess you’ve passed the test, but I think you were lucky! There is little time remaining to find the Toa Tahu Stone! You must find it quickly before it is lost in the depths of Mt. Ihu forever. Now get going!” 

Takua did just that, going to Ta-Wahi and using his lavaboard to cross lakes of lava. He found a Vuata Maca crystal from one of the caverns and finally found the Toa Stone from another. In the same cavern was the second Vuata Maca crystal, which Takua recovered. He noticed three platforms and boulders around the place. Curious, Takua used the Ice Pick to cool paths of lava and then move boulders from the other side on the three platforms. This made a strange crystal appeared. Takua managed to hurl a boulder on it by using a geyser. The crystal shattered and a huge tremor shook the cavern. Chasms appeared in the ground and Takua plunged into one of them.

He managed to use his lavaboard and land safely to the lava stream below. He was stuck, however, so he used the Volo Lutu launcher to grab on an oncoming Rahi. The force of the Rahi moving pulled Takua free and he found himself surfing down rapids of lava with the cavern collapsing on him. He managed to avoid the falling dripstones and rocks while surfing and eventually was blown out of the volcano.

He eventually arrived at Kini-Nui. The six Turaga were there waiting for him.

“Thanks for dropping by, Takua”, Onewa said.

“You are our hero, little one... you have recovered the Toa Stones!” Nokama praised.

“Hmph! I guess you did. Not bad for an amateur...”, Vakama admitted.

“Now that the Toa Stones have been returned, we can tell the Legend of Mata Nui again...”, Nuju began.

“... and prepare the way for the arrival of the Toa”, Whenua finished.

“Good work! Now please return the Toa Stones to their proper places in the temple”, Matau instructed.

Takua placed the Toa Stones in their unique niches at the temple. The stones started to glow and suddenly created a huge burst of energy which flung Takua high into the air, so high he could see the whole island from birds-eye view. After landing from the arc, he crash-landed onto the beach of Ta-Wahi. His fall caused him to lose his memory, but the actions were justified; by using the Toa Stones at the Kini-Nui, he had created a beacon for the Toa Canisters that carried the mighty Toa Mata. The canisters, one by one, landed on the shores of the island, marking the end of the Dark Time.

Bara Magna

During one arena match with Vastus, Malum overwhelmed the Jungle fighter, and was about to continue assaulting him when he was stopped by Strakk. Ackar later warned Malum about his attitude, though Malum rebuffed his lecture, and threatened the Prime Glatorian. The two spotted Vorox, and Malum expressed his disdain for the creatures.

Malum continued his violent arena ways, despite a warning from Raanu that other villages would refuse their challenges if Malum was made Prime Glatorian. Several months later, Malum fought Strakk in the arena. Strakk's dirty tactics, along with pushing Malum further than any other of his opponents, infuriated the Fire Glatorian. Malum knocked Strakk down, and prepared to kill the Ice Glatorian, when he was knocked over by Gresh. Due to his violations of the arena code of conduct, Malum was banished from Vulcanus to the wastelands. He began wandering the deserts, challenging any Glatorian he chanced upon for his own gain. During his time as an exile, Malum encountered Bone Hunters many times. The raiders stole and wounded from him when they could, and Malum nursed a grudge toward them as well.

Surviving against expectations, Malum eventually encountered a pack of Vorox, and challenged the alpha male for dominance. The pack leader knocked him down, but Malum faked defeat, and attacked the Vorox when it turned its back, beating it and gaining dominance over the pack. The next day, Malum sought out the exiled pack leader, and killed it. 

Coming of the Toa

A Tarakava with an Infected Kanohi attacked Ga-Koro and forced Turaga Nokama and all but two of the Ga-Matoran into a hut. One of the Matoran tried to attack the Tarakava, but was knocked into the same hut. The other, Maku, escaped the village in her Boat. The Tarakava then damaged the hut's flotation pump system, causing it to sink into the sea.

*

Tahu’s canister arrived on the beach of Ta-Wahi and opened, scattering his pieces on the sand. Tahu soon awoke, and rebuilt himself, never noticing Takua's unconscious form on the beach close by. 

A beach. He was standing on a sweeping expanse of sand sloping gently down to the sea. As he gazed out at the ocean, he saw waves breaking over a coral reef. Beyond that, there was nothing but water stretching to an unbroken horizon.

“Where am I?” he thought, his mind a haze of memories and dreams. “WHO am I?”

...Tahu...

The word – a name? – floated through his mind. It seemed to fit, to make sense somehow. But little else did.

Tahu shook his head in frustration. Why couldn’t he remember more? How had he come to this place – and why?

He glanced toward the polished canister that had brought him here. Near it he saw several red components lying on the sand. One turned out to be a sword, shaped into the form of leaping red flames. The handle sat comfortably in his clawed hand. But when he swung the sword, it felt heavy and akward.

He scowled. “Useless hunk of metal”, he muttered, jabbing the blade into the sand.

Then he noticed the mask. It stared up at him with gaping eyeholes, its surface catching the sunlight so that it appeared to come alive in his hands. Taking a deep breath, Tahu lifted the mask to his face.

A surge of power coursed through him. Yes! This was more like it!

Tahu grabbed the flame sword and lifted it. This time, to his surprise, the blade was glowing with crimson fire. When he swing the sword, it sizzled through the air, trailing sparks in its wake.

“Yes!” Tahu said with grim satisfaction. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”

But was he? He let the sword fall to his side, overwhelmed by despair. Why was he here? What was he supposed to do now?

“Why – can’t – I – REMEMBER?” He howled, swinging his sword over his head.

A bolt of fiery energy shot forth, erupting into the sky like a volcano. Sparks showered down onto the beach, but Tahu didn’t feel their heat.

“Power... I have such power”, he thought with wonder. “The power of fire. Of heat and flame. But where does it come from? What is it for?”

More questions – and still he had no answers. Not knowing made him shake with frustration and rage. It made him want to turn his sword against the earth, the sky, the beach – the very world itself. It was tempting – so tempting. To lose himself in chaos, to strike out with no thought for past, future, or anything else.

Tahu took a deep breath. No. He couldn’t allow himself to give in. Somehow he knew that, just as he’d known his name.

“Okay, okay”, he told himself. “The knowing will come. At least... I hope it will.”

Sensing incredible heat nearby, he began to travel toward it, Ta-Wahi, and the village of Ta-Koro.

*

In Takua’s mind, it was dark. A light appeared far, far way. From the light came streaking a large, carved stone. The carvings were that of a kind and peaceful face. The stone landed upright, hard upon the ground. Its glow illuminated the smaller rocks scattered around it. One rock began to move, and it rolled closer to the stone. Other rocks also began to move until six neat piles of rocks were formed around the carved stone.

Suddenly, another stone landed hard upon the ground nearby. This stone was dark and jagged, like basalt or obsidian, with a dark and jagged face etched within it. From the bottom of the dark stone, an inky black darkness spreaded, infecting the ground and spreading quickly until it overtook the carved stone, knocking it over onto the ground. The carved stone sank slowly into the ground, as if in a deep sleep. Three smaller jagged black rocks emerged from the ground and surrounded the dark stone.

From the light, six new stones were sent. They were the same light color and shape as the carved stone, but they were unmarked and of a size between that of the carved stone and the small rocks which still surrounded it. The six stones landed upon the ground surrounding the dark stone.

Soon, the three black rocks surrounding the dark stone disintegrated. Once they were gone, cracks began to form along the bottom of the dark stone. The cracks raced up the dark stone until it completely shattered and exploded.

Takua awoke to find himself upon the beach. He recalled that he had seen this island from far overhead in a dream, just before the sound of the waves washing upon the shore and birds flying about the sky brought him to consciousness. Indeed, he felt as though he himself had fallen from the sky and landed here.

Or perhaps, it was this mysterious canister in front of him that had fallen from the sky and landed here. He did not know. In fact, he couldn’t even recall who he was.

Takua moved toward the canister. It was a light gray metal. Seaweed clang to the bottom. The rounded top appeared to have been blown off. There were overly large, deep footprints that left from the bottom of the canister and lead to the rocky hills to his right.

Takua followed the footprints to his right. They ended up ahead where a fresh flow of lava met the sea, steam blowing across the rocks. It was too hot here and he had to turn back.

But before he did, Takua saw him. The tall, shadowy stranger stood alone upon the steaming rocks, his back to Takua. He turned and glanced at him, his eyes as fiery as the lava that flowed around him. No words were exchanged. He turned back, and then he was gone.

As Takua headed back to where he started, he saw a large stone face carved into the side of the cliff. He had not noticed it behind him earlier. Its large mouth appeared to be a portal to somewhere, but Takua was unable to coax it open.

*

Meanwhile, Lewa’s canister washed ashore on the shores of Le-Wahi. It opened, revealing parts of the Toa of Air, who assembled himself. He met a short, green being with a mask similar to what he was wearing. He seemed a bit intimidated but Lewa somehow felt he was not an enemy so he went to him.

“What have we here? Don’t be afraid, friend, tell me your name.”

“I am Kongu – a native of the island. I am here to h-help you Lewa!”

Lewa was shocked. This Kongu knew his name?

“But how much use am I if I can’t walk properly?” he asked, having noticed he was very clumsy on ground.

“Don’t worry Lewa – you weren’t meant for walking! Wait until we get to the jungle. Yes, then you will see, things will become clearer!”

“I hope so! Tell me, what are these Masks of Power I have had in my dreams?”

“They are hidden all over Mata Nui – the evil Makuta has nightmare creatures guarding them. The Kanohi masks will help you and the others defeat Makuta!” Kongu told.

“Slow down, Kongu. What do you mean others?” Lewa asked.

“All in good time, Lewa – follow me!” Kongu exclaimed mysteriously and led Lewa deeper into the jungle until the pair came upon a mask laying on the ground. 

“...A mask!” Lewa breathed.

As Kongu urged him, he picked it up from the ground and put it on. He felt a sudden surge of power. Kongu told him this was not a Great Mask, but rather the Noble mask of Illusions called Kanohi Mahiki.

“I feel strong, Kongu. I know more about my quest but have many more questions to ask”, Lewa said.

“You must search for the Turaga Matau in the highest tree in the forest! Be careful – great perils await you in your quest. Good luck! Remember to reach for the forest!” Kongu replied and said farewell to Lewa.

“Thank you Kongu, farewell!” Lewa replied and climbed into a tree. 

“This sturdy clingtwiner will do, I expect”, he murmured to himself, stretching to grab a thick vine that was hanging down in front of him. He glanced into the canyon below, then shook his head and grinned. “No secondthink, just go...!”

With that, he leaped off the tree banch overhanging the canyon. He swung himself halfway across, then let go. Momentum carried him in a graceful arc over and past the gorge.

He laughed with delight as he landed cleanly on a nearby tree.

“Now that was fun”, he exclaimed.

He hadn’t been sure that he could make such a leap. But now he knew at least one thing: The air was his friend! Also, Kongu had been right, his arms were strong and ideal for swinging with the vines. He belonged here, up in the trees, not on the ground.

Lewa didn’t know much else beside his name. He liked the name – it sounded strong and mysterious.

“Lewa, mysteryking of know-nothingness”, he thought with a smile. “That’s me!”

He glanced down at himself, at his strong limbs the color of the jungle leaves. In one hand he carried an axlike blade, perfect for slicing through thick underbrush or twining foliage. Though he couldn’t see it, he knew that his bright green mask swept back in a streamlined shape perfect for cutting through the air.

His smile faded as his mind flashed back to the dreams. Was that all they were? Dreams? He hoped so – for they had been dark and chaotic, and filled him with fear.

“Never mind”, he muttered. “Time enough for darkthought later. It’s time for some answerfinding.”

Lewa had immediately found himself drawn to the lush, dripping jungle. Now that he was here, he felt at home.

As he reached the edge of a large stand of  Volo trees, Lewa jumped onto a slender branch. The motion flung something out of a nest of feathers and twigs farther along the branch.

He cried out in dismay, realizing that he had just ejected a baby Taku out of its nest. Without thought, he flung one arm upward through the air in the direction of the falling chick.

“Up you go!” he cried.

For a moment he thought that the baby bird was flying away. Then he realized the truth.

No, not flying – the wind had caught it and carried it aloft.

Leaping across to a closer branch, Lewa reached up and caught the chick gently in one hand. He placed it carefully back in its nest.

“Now, what kind of happyluck was that?” he murmured. “Or – or was it?”

Struck with a sudden impulse, he flung up his arm. Once again, a quick gust swooped up from below with a swirl of leaves.

“It was me!” Lewa breathed in amazement. “I did it. The wind answers to me!”

*

Meanwhile, Gali’s pieces were released from her canister somewhere underwater. She was able to reconstruct herself and don her Great Mask of Waterbreathing that allowed her to breathe underwater. She went swimming around, exploring the coral reefs.

The waters lifted her, carrying her along in a soft current of warmth. She didn’t know who or where she was, but she knew she belonged here in the calm, cool blue of the sea. That was perhaps the only thing she knew for sure.

That and her name: Gali.

“But I can’t just float here forever”, she reminded herself. I have things to do. If only I knew what they were...”

She had no certain memories, but many uncertain ones – fragments of thoughts and images. There was urgency in those fragments, though some of them hinted at peace as well. Especially one, an endless sea of calm waters surrounding an island, embracing it and soothing its hills...

Gali kicked swiftly forward with her flipperlike feet. Her hooked arms cut through the water, and the ridged edges on her blue mask sent bubbly ripples out to the sides as she swam. The sea was full of life, but Gali felt strangely alone.

As she swam, she felt a shivering tremor radiate through the water. A brightly colored eel raced past her. Several schools of fish followed.

Gali paused and stared in the direction the creatures had come. What had frightened them?

More fish rushed past her in a panic, along with several crabs and snails and even a small shark. Gali pushed forward, swimming against the tide of fleeing sea creatures.

A large coral reef blocked her view of whatever lay beyond. As she swam around it, Gali saw a gigantic creature barreling toward her. The water churned around its vicious-looking snout as its long, powerful arms pulled it forward toward Gali faster and faster.

Gali gasped. She had no idea what the monster might be, but she could see why the other creatures had fled. The predator wore a dingy-looking, ugly mask over its triangular face, and its gleaming red eyes were ruthless and savage.

There was no time to outswim the huge creature – it was already too close. For a fraction of a second Gali thought of using the coral reef for protection. But she couldn’t stand to imagine the creature crashing through the delicate structures, destroying the living coral.

Gali let her instincts take over. Pushing off of the coral, she bulleted through the water off to one side. Then she shot toward the surface and extended her arms, not sure why she was doing so. She felt the waters gather and respond to her call. As the giant sea creature burst to the surface a short distance away, an enormous wave formed around her. Her vicious pursuer leaped forward, but the tidal wave rocketed Gali away toward the shore, faster than any creature could swim. Gali smiled as the waters carried her to safety.

“So this is what I am meant to do”, she thought. “I am here to command the seas. But for what purpose?”

A few minutes later, Gali shook herself dry as she stepped out of the surf onto the beach. She stood there for a moment, looking around, strangely reluctant to leave the water.

She glanced across the beach. A thick, dripping jungle began where the sands left off. The humidity of the place reached out, beckoning to her, and she could not resist its call.

*

Meanwhile, Onua’s canister opened on the beach of Onu-Wahi. Emerging from his canister, Onua, the might Toa of Earth, surveyed the landscape of Mata Nui. Knowing only his name and that he was on a great quest, Onua put on his Kanohi Pakari and set off into the interior.

Dig, pull, scrape, push. Dig, pull, scrape, push.

Onua fell into comfortable rhythm as he scooped out a new tunnel. He was happy to be underground.

But he still felt uneasy Aside from his name, he didn’t know anything about who or where he was. And he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was somehow missing something – missing a piece of himself.

But he pushed that worry aside. There was no sense in wasting energy fretting over what he couldn’t control. All he could do was control what he could – like the digging.

Onua powered his huge hand forward through a rocky section of the tunnel wall. It met empty air instead of earth and rock. Interesting.

Pushing through with a shower of stones and clay, Onua found himself in a large cavern. In the center, a tower of rock ended in a flat stone platform. Atop it, a lightstone glowed.

“So there are others underground”, Onua thought. “Perhaps they will have some answers for me.”

He spotted a tunnel in the far wall of the cavern and followed it.

Turning a corner, he was startled to see a familiar-looking figure at the center of a large mural.

“Is that – me?” he whispered, reaching out to touch the image. It portrayed a powerful-looking figure with a wedge-shaped mask and large clawed hands. The figure was standing among five other, similar figures.

As Onua touched the lines of the carving, he felt a strange vibration in the wall. Stepping forward, he put his head to it, listening intently.

Thunka, thunka, thunka, thunka, thunka...

It was a steady rhythm. Onua had no idea what it meant. But he planned to find out. With one last glance at the picture of himself, he turned and continued down the tunnel, keeping one hand on the wall to follow the vibrations.

The pulsing grew stronger and stronger – and with the next twist of the tunnel, Onua found what he was looking for. Another enormous cavern lay before him, lit by more lightstone platforms. Dozens of stone columns stretched up to the high ceiling. Between these columns were paths made of cobblestones set into the earthen floor. Stone benches stood beside the paths, and a small, clear stream trickled through the cavern.

“It must be a – a park of some sort”, Onua realized. “But – down here? Why – and how?”

Stepping forward, he saw that the little stream emptied out into a still, round pool lined with pebbles. In the center, reddish-brown gemstones spelled out a word: Onu-Koro

Onu-Koro – what did that mean? What kind of connection did it have with his name?

Before he had time to ponder this, Onua saw a small figure hurrying across the park.

Onua leaped forward. “You there!” he called. “Hey, hello!”

The figure glanced over his shoulder, then stopped short. “Oh!” he exclaimed. “Oh, oh.”

Onua frowned. Perhaps this being didn’t speak the same language as he did. He cleared his throat. “Hel-lo”, he said as slowly and clearly as he could. “Me – Onua.” He put a hand to his chest, then pointed toward the other. “Who – you?” Do – you – understand – me?”

“Oh, yes!” the small figure cried, bending into a sort of hurried bow. “Oh, Toa Onua – we have been waiting for you such a long time! Come, please – Turaga Whenua will want to see you right away.”

Confused, Onua followed him. “You know my name”, he said. “But I don’t know yours.”

“Oh! Forgive my rudeness, Toa. My name is Onepu. I am a Matoran of this village of Onu-Koro.”

Onepu led the way through a series of tunnels and caverns. Soon they reached another large cavern. On each wall, a series of carved-out dwellings climbed nearly to the ceiling.

“Wait here, please, Toa”, Onepu said, gesturing toward a large stone bench near the fountain. “I will fetch the Turaga.”

Onua nodded, and the Matoran rushed off. Onua took the opportunity to look around. At the center of the cavern was a fountain filled with crystal-clear water. A sculpture arose from the pool, spouting water out of several spots.

Onua blinked. Was he going crazy, or did that sculpture look an awful lot like – him?

He was still staring at the fountain when he heard someone behind him. Turning, he saw a figure much like Onepu, but a bit taller and with a different mask. The eyes behind that mask held patience, caution, and great wisdom.

“I am Whenua, Turaga of this village”, the stranger said, bowing. “Welcome, Toa Onua. We have been waiting for you.”

“Yes, so I’ve heard”, Onua replied. “And I’ve been awaiting some clue about who I am and what I’m doing here.”

“The legends said that would be the case”, Whenua said. “It was said that the Toa, when they arrived, would remember very little.”

“You said ‘they’ arrived”, Onua said. “Are there – are there others like me?”

Whenua nodded. “There are five others”, he said. “Each of you draws his power from a different element – yours is the earth itself. Your purpose is to use that power to face and fight a mighty evil – Makuta.”

Though Onua wasn’t sure why, the name sent a chill through him. An image floated into his mind – dark, empty eyes in an even darker face shrouded with gray smoke.

“Makuta?” Onua repeated as the image floated away. “Who or what is this Makuta?”

“He is the darkness, the essence of chaos and emptiness and fear, the spirit of destruction”, Whenua replied in a trembling voice. “It is said that only the Toa have the power to stand against him.”

“It is said?” Onua asked. “You don’t sound too certain about our success.”

Whenua shook his head sadly. “It serves no purpose to be false, for the earth cannot be deceived”, he said. “Nothing about your quest is certain, except that it is your duty to try. That is all that any of us can do in this life.”

“I will do what I can”, he promised solemnly. “But first, you must tell me all you know of these powers you say I have.”

“Of course, Toa”, Whenua said. “For that is my duty. First, you should know that the power itself comes from within you, but it is focused through your mask – the Pakari. the Great Mask of Strength.”

“My – my mask?” Onua touched his hand to his face, remembering the surge of strength and power when he’d first put it on.

Whenua nodded somberly. “The Pakari gives you power – great power”, he said. “But one mask will not be enough...”

Whenua told Onua about the Great Masks of power. Whe he was finished, he decided to test Onua by making him face Onepu in an Ussal Race. Onua was victorious. After this, Whenua came to Onua and gave him a Noble Mask, Huna, the Mask of Concealment to aid him in his quest. Onua then set off to find the Great Masks of power.

*

Meanwhile, Lewa swung from vine to vine in the forest of Le-Wahi, pondering about the “others” Kongu had mentioned. Were there more Toa on this island?

Suddenly he was attacked by a Nui-Rama. While using his Mask of Levitation to overcome gravity, Lewa used his control over air to overcome the beast and reach the “highest tree in the forest” (which was actually Le-Koro). There he met Turaga Matau, who was expecting him.

“Are you the Turaga called Matau?” Lewa asked.

“Yes! I’ve been waiting for you! You did a great job fighting that flying Nui-Rama. Welcome to Le-Koro – our air village!” Matau greeted Lewa. “Follow me, Great Toa! I want you to help us solve the riddle!” Matau continued, leading Lewa deeper into the village. They came to Kongu, whom Lewa had already met and Tamaru, Matau’s left hand Matoran.

“Hi Lewa! You fought that Nui-Rama well!” Kongu congratulated him.

“Thank you, little friend!” Lewa replied, happy to see the Matoran again. Tamaru then approached the hero.

“I, Tamaru, greet you! Has Matau told you about our riddle already?” Tamaru asked. Then Matau spoke.

“Not yet, Tamaru! Let’s come to the dead tree, in which secrets sleep!”

Matau then lead Lewa, Kongu and Tamaru to the dead tree.

“We know that the important mystery is hidden in this tree! But that’s all we know!” he told. Lewa leaped up.

“You’ve talked about the secrets within. So let’s take a look inside!”

He soon discovered a hollow and entered the tree. Inside, he found a riddle with pictures and descriptions below. 

“Go up high! And find three rings! Don’t move from where you stand, and the luck will come! Take a look in the deep where you came from! There you’ll find what you’ve been seeking!”

Lewa went up and saw three trees with platforms and no branches in the distance. These had to be the three rings! He called for Matau, Kongu and Tamaru. He ordered them to step on the “three rings”. After doing so, a noble Kanohi Rau appeared inside the tree. Lewa retrieved it with joy. After putting it on, he felt another surge of power.

“Well done, young Toa! Now you must go where the water flows! There the new foe awaits you!” Matau said.

“Don’t worry! I will restore peace on this island!” Lewa exclaimed, feeling confident about himself and his quest.

*

The pieces of Kopaka, Toa of Ice, were released on a beach in Ko-Wahi, midst several Ussal crabs. Kopaka rebuilt himself, took his sword, shield and mask and began to explore the place. He didn’t remember anything about his past. He only remembered dark dreams. 

While he was exploring Ko-Wahi, he spotted Matoro spying on him. After a brief chase, Kopaka trapped the Matoran in an ice slide. The Toa asked him questions about his mission and why he was sent to the island. They were both attacked by a Nui-Rama and Kopaka managed to save Matoro from falling off a cliff in skirmish. Matoro proceeded to take Kopaka to Turaga Nuju, who told the Toa about the various Kanohi masks hidden around the island. Nuju then said the first was at the Place of Far-Seeing.

*

Meanwhile Tahu walked into the Charred Forest in Ta-Wahi when he encountered the Ta-Koro Guard, led by Jala, who trapped him by mistake in a trap set for Rahi. The Guard ran toward the cage, ready to attack, but Tahu produced his sword and slashed through the trap with ease. Turaga Vakama saw the commotion, and intervened. He welcomed the Toa of Fire, along with the Ta-Koro Guard, who had realized that Tahu was a prophesied ally.

*

Pohatu was released from his canister in Po-Wahi. He rebuilt himself and set off to explore the place. Soon he walked upon the village of Po-Koro.

*

Meanwhile Lewa had found a lagoon and knew it had to be the place he was supposed to go to. Before he could search for his next mask, a Nui-Rama attacked. Lewa fell in the water, only to be rescued by Gali. However, Gali didn’t know Lewa and pinned him to the ground after saving him.

“What brought you to my waters?” she demanded.

“Wait, I’m not a foe!” Lewa cried.

“Who are you?” Gali asked and looked Lewa straight in the eyes.

“I’m Lewa! Toa of Air! I came to restore peace on the island!” Lewa cried.

“Toa of Air? I understand. That’s why I sensed your approach so strongly”, Gali realized, letting go of Lewa.

“You also seem familiar to me. My friends told me that there’ll be others like me!” Lewa replied.

Gali then introduced herself to Lewa and told the story of her awakening. Lewa told Gali that he was searching for a mask. Then, suddenly, several Nui-Rama attacked the two Toa. Gali dodged the attack, but a swarm of them surrounded the Toa. Lewa quickly reacted by hopping in the air and cutting some thick branches. The branches fell on the Nui-Rama and trapped them. Gali congratulated him and swam to the other side of the lagoon, retrieving Lewa’s noble Kanohi Matatu.

“I know that I can reach this Kanohi, but it’s yours by right!” she said and threw the mask to Lewa. Lewa tried to call after her, but Gali left. 

*

Pohatu glanced over his shoulder. On the wall that surrounded the village of Po-Koro, dozens of Matoran were gathered, watching him go. Grinning, Pohatu shaded his eyes with one of his hands and gave them a quick wave with the other. The villagers waved back and cheered.

“That was an interesting visit”, Pohatu said aloud to himself as he turned away again. “It’s not everyday you find out you’re the Toa of Stone.”

He almost tripped on a protruding stone in the path. Glancing down, he saw three words spelled out in cobblestones beneath his feet – 

Unity

Duty

Destiny

“Hmm, now where have I heard those words before?” Pohatu murmured with a chuckle. The Turaga of Po-Koro had told him of many things – the strange, dark history of this island of Mata Nui, the mysterious masks that were hidden throughout the island, and best of all that there were five other Toa with powers as strong as his own.

As the village elder spoke, three words had come up again and again – unity, duty, destiny. These three concepts had given the Matoran a purpose, sometime to strive for always.

Now it was time to see the rest of this island.

“Turaga Onewa said this mask I wear is the Kanohi Kakama, the Great Mask of Speed”, Pohatu thought. “Maybe it’s time to put it to the test.”

He hesistated, wondering if it was wise to experiment with his powers when he still knew so little about how they worked.

But what was the worst that could happen? Gahtering his energy, Pohatu directed his gaze toward the top of Mount Ihu – and ran.

The desert landscape passed in a yellowish blur, all details obscured by the Toa’s immense speed. After a moment the yellowish blur shifted into a brown one punctuated by flashes of green and then quickly grew paler again until all Pohatu could see around him was white.

He slowed to a stop. He was standing in a snowdrift overlooking a frozen lake. The steep slopes of Mount Ihu rose above him.

“Outrageous”, he said breathlessly, a smile spreading behind his mask. “Now that’s what I call speed!”

Leaving the frozen lake behind, he started up the mountainside. The Turaga had told him the main temple, Kini-Nui, was in the exact center of the island on the far side of Mount Ihu. It seemed as likely a place as any to look for the other Toa.

As he turned around to check his progress, he caught a glimpse of movement somewhere farther up the slope. A bird?

“Not unless this island grows its birds awfully big”, he muttered, staring at the silver-and-white figure gliding gracefully down a high mountain slope, powdery snow flying up in an arc behind his feet. No, there was only one thing it could be. Another Toa!

His heart pounding, Pohatu leaped up the slopes, gathering speed – careful not to go too fast. He didn’t want to overshoot his target.

He lost sight of his quarry for a few minutes as he tromped through a narrow valley. Grumbling at the snowdrifts, which came up to his waist in some spots, he glanced upward. At the top of the valley, a rocky bluff hid the higher slopes from his view. He clambered up toward it, finally leaving the deeper snowdrifts behind. Brushing the snow from his body, Pohatu gazed at the precipice standing in his way. If he had judged the distance right, the other Toa should be on the snowy slope just on the other side.

“Time for a shortcut, Pohatu murmured. “I don’t want him to start skiing down that hill and get away from me. Besides, I might as well start getting used to this power of mine...”

Taking a deep breath, he hunched his shoulders and raced straight at the solid stone.

*

On the Ta-Wahi beach, Takua turned around and found himself back where he had started. On his left in the distance, a bird circled an unusual rocky outcropping. Near the top, the stone was smooth and conical. Were those steps he saw? He turned to look more closely.

Those had to be steps. There were many more which lead all the way from the beach to the top of the rock. But there, in front of the rock, someone was motioning to him.

She was a bright blue creature with large feet and almost no torso. Her matching blue mask revealed only her glowing yellow eyes. Her overall look was angular, almost mechanical. Behind her, a large green boat floated in the water.

She pleaded to him, “Help. Help me. My village has been attacked!” 

Takua asked, “Who are you?” 

“My name is Maku, of Ga-Koro,” she replied. “Ga-Koro lies between the sea and Lake Naho, down the coast. It’s a great village of many Matoran, and our leader is the Turaga Nokama. I fear much of it has been destroyed by now!”

Takua asked, “What happened?”

Maku hesitated, unsure of where to start. “I – I was away when the Rahi attacked, and when I returned the monsters were everywhere, destroying everything in sight. Nokama and the others barricaded themselves into a hut to hide, but the Rahi broke the pump and the hut sank beneath the waves.”

Suddenly, Takua had a vision. He could see the inhabitants of the floating green village of Ga-Koro going about their daily lives. Then, ominously, a dark monster quickly arose out of the water. The inhabitants all huddled together in one small hut, all except for the one poor soul who was thrown into the hut by the monster. Then, all went dark.

Maku and her pleading brought Takua back. “Please, there is no time. My people are in great danger. Will you help me?”

Takua did not know who he was or where he was going. He only knew Maku needed his help.

“Yes, I will help you.”

Maku directed him. “Go to Ga-Koro and find Nokama. She is very wise and might have a plan for escape! I will try to find Gali. If the Rahi are near the village, she is the only one who can defeat them. She’s on a great quest and may be very far away. The only way to get to Ga-Koro from here is by sea, so you must take my boat, and I will search for the Toa on foot. Good luck! And tell Nokama that I am safe!”

Takua took to the boat and bounced across the waves as he headed to Ga-Koro.

* 

Pohatu crashed into Kopaka causing an avalanche to bury the Toa of Ice. After freeing him, Pohatu introduced himself and Kopaka reluctantly allowed the Toa to accompany him. After Kopaka found a Hau at the Place of Far-Seeing, he used his Akaku and noticed the other Toa near Mount Ihu. They began to journey there, but were attacked by a Kane-Ra wearing an Infected mask. Pohatu slipped, and the Kane-Ra charged at him. Kopaka managed to scoop up Pohatu and ski over a cliff. The Rahi tried to jump it, but fell. Knowing it would escape in moments, Pohatu kicked numerous boulders down the crevice, but all of them missed the Kane-Ra. Pohatu slammed his fists on the ground, making the stone crumble, and the Rahi fell down, buried. The two Toa hurried on, knowing that it would be free soon. 

The Toa called a meeting on the cliffs of Mount Ihu, where they talked and got to know one another, discussing their powers and what they had done. However, they soon drifted from the close past to the near future, familiarizing one another with what they had learned about Teridax, the Rahi and the villages. The Turaga had told them that they needed to find the Kanohi Masks, objects of great power, to defeat Teridax. Although Tahu and Onua argued to stay together, they split apart; even Gali being too distracted, for only she had not visited her own village yet. A large earthquake interrupted the group and the ground split, with rain and hail falling around them. The Toa realized this was the work of Teridax, and immediately began a search for their masks.

*

Later, in Le-Wahi, Lewa later rescued Gali from strange waters. 

“Now you see why I hate water”, Lewa stated. “You should be more careful, Gali. Next time I might not be here to save you.”

“Thank you, Lewa, but I can look after myself”, Gali repsonded. “The waters are normally my ally. But these... these seem so... strange, so angry.”

“Water can’t be angry. It can’t be anything but wet”, said Lewa. “I’ll stay in the treetops, well away from it.”

“Without water there would be no trees”, Gali noted. When Lewa started to leave, Gali asked “Where are you going?”

“Up”, Lewa simply answered. “So what do you think about the other Toa?”

“They are very noble and powerful”, Gali said. “I regret that we will all be travelling our own paths, rather than working together.”

“I don’t”, Lewa responded. “I’m going to find the six Kanohi masks of power, as the legends say, and free this island from Makuta. The last thing I want is someone else slowing me down.” With that, Lewa left, swinging from vine to vine.

“Your dreams are as grand as these trees, Lewa”, Gali thought. “I hope they do not come crashing down around you.”
Gali then left to search for her village. While she swam near the Naho Bay, she suddenly found herself under attack by another Tarakava. Gali managed to trap the Rahi in a sea cave by using its own agility against itself. She then left for her search of Ga-Koro again. At some point she met with Maku, who told her about the danger her village was in. The two quickly left for the village.

*

Meanwhile Takua arrived in the calm waters of Ga-Koro. Smoke was billowing into the air from one of the floating green dome buildings. In the distance, three waterfalls cascaded down from a cliff carved into a mysterious mask shape. He walked to the gate of the village.

The gate was locked closed. There were rocks of various sizes strewn about the sand. A large rock hanged from one side of the gate. On the other side hanged a large shell. At the top of the gate was a strange text of circular letters. Somewhere, in the back of his mind, Takua could make out the writing: GA KORO.

Beneath the letters was a circle within a circle. Each circle had a small blue stone. As Takua added rocks to the shell, the inner circle rotated and the blue stones grew closer together. When the two blue stones were aligned, the gate opened and Takua could proceed onto the large green floating pads of Ga-Koro.

Much destruction was evident in the dome buildings. Most were flooded. In one Takua discovered an unusual crystal, a Lightstone, and he picked it up.

At the far end of one of the pads, a strange pump-like machine sat idle. A large pipe stuck up out of the water. Takua took a closer look at the pipe.

“Who is that? Who’s there?” came from the pipe. “Hurry my friend – you are our only hope!”

“Maku sent me to rescue you!” Takua replied.

“Maku escaped? We were so worried about her!” said the pipe. “We are trapped here underwater! The door is stuck and we can’t open it! If the village pumps are repaired, the hut will rise to the surface, and we can escape. The Rahi smashed them and pieces fell into the water. If you can find the missing piece and put it back in the pump machine, it will float us back up! I left a Lightstone in my hut. It might help you see underwater. Please hurry!”

“Hold on. I’ll be right back!” was all Takua could think to say.

“Hurry back! I don’t know how much longer we can survive in here, and the Rahi may return!”

Takua found a pool from which he descended into the water.

Below, there was no indication of the destruction above, only peaceful waters and the swimming creatures of the ocean. Takua swam toward the pipe, and a glimmer catched his eye.

Here were those with whom he had spoken above. They motioned to him and pounded upon the door.

Takua was desperate to find the piece, when suddenly he remembered the Lightstone. He took it out and shone it upon the waters. What once had been just another starfish upon the rocks instead gleamed with a metallic reflection. This had to be the missing piece! Takua retrieved it and headed back to the pump.

He placed the gear back into the pump and pressed the button. The pump sprang to life and started rumbling. Soon, the submerged green dome popped back to the surface and the grateful villagers poured forth.

But there was no time for celebration. The Tarakava also sprang forth from the water. It began its attack upon the villagers, when suddenly Gali emerged from the sea to defend them. A fierce battle ensued until both dragged each other back into the water.

The Rahi was the first to appear, but its mask was missing. It fell stunned off to the side to reveal Gali, triumphantly holding the Rahi’s gruesome mask.

Gali didn’t stick around to celebrate her victory for long. She spoke with Nokama who told Gali more about her quest. Gali then quickly set off to find the Kanohi. As quickly as she arrived, she was gone. 

Takua noticed that the Rahi was being tended to by one of the villagers.

“This is the Tarakava that attacked the village,” the villager told him. “Don't be afraid... he is no longer under the dark influence of Makuta.”

“Shhh... he is resting,” she said, although Takua was not aware that he was making any noise. “He has been through a great ordeal. In time he may be tamed. Sometimes Rahi become infected by Makuta's darkness. Only by removing their mask can they be saved.”

The villagers quickly returned to their fishing and daily lives. There was much work to do to repair the village. Before leaving, Takua spoke to the village elder, Turaga Nokama.

“Thank you for rescuing us. You are bold and true to your word. All the Matoran of Ga-Koro owe you their gratitude. For once I am glad that Maku snuck away from the village, so that she could find you!” she praised.

“Your eyes are filled with questions about the mysteries of Mata Nui my friend. Giving you some of the answers you seek is small payment for your deeds, but I offer you what knowledge I can. Our astrologer has seen great changes in the skies, and has read the dark future of Mata Nui. The Toa have come and begun their mighty quests to save us from the Makuta. And yet here, in the midst of this upheaval, are you, a brave wanderer in this dangerous land.”

“Who am I?” Takua asked.

“I think someone has plans for you that are greater than your stature would suggest. Perhaps you are to be a hero like the Toa. I do not know.” She replied. “The Matoran have forgotten their civilization. Even the Turaga do not have record of all that has come before. But the ocean remembers. Like history, the water holds many secrets in its forbidden depths. It surrounds Mata Nui, and it covers it; it watches the island as it sleeps, and remembers. It caught the Toa gently when they descended, and delivered them to us. You are an absolute in these uncertain times. Your past is forgotten, and your future is an empty book. You must find your own destiny, my brave adventurer.”

“Who is Gali?” Takua asked.

“Gali, the Toa of water, the great hero of Ga-Koro. Like the other Toa, she descended from the heavens to save us from the Makuta. She is wise, and strong, and quick. Gali is the protector of the sea, and of the lakes and rivers that feed it. Her Mask of Power lets her breathe freely beneath the waves.”

“What of Maku?” Takua asked.

“Maku often sneaks out of the village to spy on Huki, the Koli champion. She tells me she is just practicing her boating, but I know the truth. And it is far too dangerous for her to be outside the village now. For her own safety, I will forbid her to go, even though her wandering saved us this time. If in your travels to Po-Koro, you should meet Huki, tell him she is safe. He may have heard of the attack and will be worried.”

“Thank you. Goodbye,” is all Takua could think to say. Maku had told him that she had heard of trouble in Po-Koro.

“Good luck, brave adventurer,” Nokama replied.

Takua visited the astrologer before leaving Ga-Koro. He asked her what she was doing.

“I am the astrologer. I watch the stars, and the water. I am charting changes in the skies. Many important things are happening around Mata Nui, and many more will happen. I use the telescope on the cliff. It tells what will happen, and when,” she told.

“How do I use the telescope?” Takua asked.

“It’s very simple,” the astrologer replied. “Around the base of the telescope are pictures. They are constellations, patterns of stars in the night sky, and markings that show the prophecies of legends. Each picture has a red star in it. When the Red Star reaches a certain place in the heavens, it means something important will happen here on Mata Nui: one of the prophecies. When you look through the telescope, you will see many stars, and one of them is the Red Star. Look at the constellations near the Red Star. They will look like the ones in the pictures. When the Red Star is exactly where it is shown in one of the pictures, then a prophecy may come true. If something changes in the sky, it is my job to change the pictures, so that I can better see the future. Even though we Matoran remember the prophecies, nothing is certain … the future can change. If you can read the numbers in the telescope, it is even easier to tell the future.”

“Have you any other questions for me?” the Astrologer asked. “The heavens are in turmoil, and I must chart their fluctuations.”

Takua had no further questions, so he left. He found the boat, now moored at the dock, and sailed back to Ta-Wahi to get a closer look at the mysterious telescope.

He climbed up the many steps to the telescope that sat atop a column out over the water. There were ten panels engraved upon its outside, each with one red stone. Each panel appeared to portend an event. The panels were divided into two parts: top and bottom. Each top picture was adorned with stars. The biggest star was always embellished with a red stone.

The bottom panels seemed to tell a story. Takua recognized the cylindrical vessel, the tall fiery stranger, and Toa Gali. Other panels featured creatures he had not seen before and events he did not yet understand. Inside the telescope, he discovered the amazing controls of this magnificent machine. There were circles here like those at the very bottom of the panels outside, only the images inside these circles were changing. In the center of the display, Takua clearly saw the stars in the heavens. As he scanned the sky, he paused when a bright red star came into view.

As he left the telescope, Takua saw what he did not before: a small stone monument. As he gazed upon it, Takua recalled the strange dream from which he had awoke from earlier.

*

Lewa retrieved his Mask of Strength from Onu-Wahi. He had to fight an infected Rahi for it, but prevailed and got the mask.

*

Tahu was very angered by the situation of disunity and almost burned Jala, who was trying to find him. Jala told him that the Kanohi Akaku, the Great Mask of X-Ray Vision, was in the deepest cavern in Onu-Wahi, a series of dark and deep caves on Mata Nui. Tahu searched through Onu-Wahi, eventually coming to a large cavern, with a deep pit in the middle and a long bridge stretching across to another ledge where the mask was. Tahu started across the bridge when dozens of Kofo-Jaga scorpions attacked him. Tahu attempted to burn them with Fire, but they grew stronger with the heat and began to surface him, almost all of them being attached to his body. Thinking quickly of Lewa, Tahu started flipping around the narrow bridge. The Rahi could not hold on very long and fell into the chasm below. Tahu jumped back onto the bridge, with one Kofo-Jaga still holding on. He easily removed the creature, but he noticed the Infected Kanohi on its body. Tahu removed the mask, and the Kofo-Jaga, now free from Teridax, harmlessly scurried away. Tahu did not understand its meaning at the time, and a great wind blew the mask out of his hand and became lost in the chasm before he quickly retrieved the Akaku.

*

Meanwhile Lewa was searching for his Kanohi Kakama, a mask which was in an underwater cavern. At the entrance of the cave, Lewa faced a Nui-Jaga. He defeated it by trapping it under foliage. Lewa then entered the cave, where he found a big lake. He plunged underwater to retrieve the mask. He was trapped by seaweed and was almost drowned by the plants. However, he succeeded in ripping the plant and freeing himself. After gasping for some air, Lewa returned underwater and succeeded in retrieving the Kakama. He put it on his face, enabling him to swim fast to the surface.

*

Down on the beach once more, Takua decided again to follow the footsteps in the sand that lead away from the cylindrical vessel. Perhaps the lava had cooled down enough for him to pass. As he arrived at the edge of the beach, Takua noticed that the stranger he saw before was indeed gone. But, as Takua had hoped, the lava had cooled enough for him to continue to follow his path. He saw in the distance a fortified city at the base of the volcano. Takua decided to investigate. Outside the gate to the city, he encountered two guards. One cautioned: “Jala says we’ve got to keep a sharp lookout for Rahi.” The other allowed that Takua may pass, and then added helpfully that he was to use the winch room if the bridge is down.

The bridge was down, so Takua headed for what he thought to be the winch room, only to discover someone looking over a three-dimensional map.

He spoke to Takua: “We have lost communications with Ga-Koro, but I have no Matoran to spare for a reconnaissance unit. There are never enough good warriors to send against the Rahi. You look stout, traveler... you should consider a career in the Guard.”

Takua asked, “Who are you?”

“I am Jala, Captain of the Guard,” he replied. “It's my job to protect the city against the Rahi. I knew they were getting stronger, but no one in the city believed me... until the beasts overran the Tren Krom redoubt. I lost a lot of good warriors that day. Then Tahu arrived, and now we know why the Rahi are on the move. Vakama says he'll save us, but I don't see the point in putting ALL our hope in him. You can never have too much security.”

“What is a Rahi?” Takua wondered aloud.

“The Rahi serve the Makuta,” said Jala. “They are horrible beasts, ruthless and fierce. Some can fly, others walk along the ground, some, I have heard, even tunnel beneath it. We have battled many of them. In recent times they have become bolder, and have forced us back to here. Ta-Koro used to reach all the way to the coast; the Charred Jungle used to be a green, peaceful place, but in the fury of our battles it was burnt. But we are Ta-Koro Matoran, and we will not surrender. And now Tahu, the great fire-spirit, has come to lead us against them. They can attack at any time, although always when it is least expected. That is why we must always be on guard. I have studied them extensively... it is possible that they once were normal creatures, like the others that inhabit Mata Nui, until the Makuta turned them... although I am not certain of this. If it is true, there may be another way to fight them. Until then we must patrol our stockades and our trenches day and night, and keep the guard-fires burning.”

Takua asked, “What is Ta-Koro?”

Jala replied, “Ta-Koro is the city in the great Lake of Fire, in the shadow of the Mangai, the great volcano. This fortress guards the bridge to it. Many Matoran live there — surely you've heard of it? Most of the people in Ta-Koro farm the lava fields to the north, beneath the Mangai. Many are surfers, riding the lava rapids for sport. Our people are the most courageous warriors in all of Mata Nui, and we are not afraid to challenge the Makuta's beasts if we must... But we cannot confront the enemy alone, and I do not have faith in the other cities of Mata Nui. If they do not join with us in the defense, we will all perish, Toa or not!”

Takua could think of nothing else to ask him, so he bidded Jala goodbye. “May Tahu protect you, traveler,” Jala replied, and then he went back to his map.

Suddenly Takua remembered why he was here. He was just about to ask Jala where the winch room was when he saw it off to the right. He pulled on the lever and the bridge stones started rising up out of the lava.

As the gate rose, Takua passed into Ta-Koro. There were many Matoran here. Takua stopped one as he was passing through. He was carrying something.

“Hey, here is the lava surfboard you asked me to hang on to,” he said. Takua didn’t recall asking anyone to hold onto a lava surfboard, but he accepted it anyway. “Lava surfing is dangerous, but fun!” he told Takua as he departed.

In front of Takua, two Matoran were talking. “The Rahi have taken the Tren Krom break. No more farming up there!” said one. The other noticed Takua.

“Want to give us a hand? A farmer's work is never done. It's up to us to farm all the heat in Ta-Koro.”

Something in the back of his mind told Takua that he wasn’t much of a farmer, so he moved on. To the right, another Matoran was busy cleaning. He spoke: “Now that Tahu's here, I've got to keep the Shrine spotless. With all the ash and smoke around here, it's hard to keep that Shrine clean! The Shrine is where Tahu will bring the Kanohi.”

Takua moved forward to the entrance of a tunnel, but the tunnel was closed. As he turned around to leave, he discovered a room off to one side from which the light of a fire was flickering. Takua entered the room and discovered someone standing before the fire. He was taller than the other Matoran in Ta-Koro, and he carried a Firestaff. He turned to face Takua, bowed slightly, and then spoke.

“So. You have found your way back, after all. You are brave. I do not know what brought you to this city, but you should take care... there are some who remember you. The temper of the Ta-Koro Matoran boils as swiftly as the great Mangai in whose shadow we live. But in this, our first hour of hope, you may find the villagers' patience to be greater than usual. Yes, there is hope in Ta-Koro. Tahu is here. It was Jala who found him. He caught him in a trap intended for a Rahi. It was almost the end of my brave Captain, and of his famous Guard!”

Takua knew at once from Vakama’s description that Tahu was the same stranger he saw leaving the beach earlier.

“The people are elated, but I know that their courage will be tested now more than ever,” Vakama continued after the tale was complete. “Tahu's arrival marks the first step in a great struggle. And I have much to do. I am sorry for having so little time for you. As you know, there is a lot to do. Is there anything more you would ask of me?”

“How do you know me?” Takua asked.

“This is hardly the time for jokes,” he replied. “Have you forgotten all of your great deeds, and also the thing that drove you away from us?”

Embarrassed to admit that he had, Takua pressed on. “Who are you?”

“I am Vakama,” he said. “I am the Turaga of this village. I am the Legend-Keeper, the Takara-Leader, He of the Great Firestaff who farms the Mangai's burning core. Have your aimless wanderings caused you to forget everything? Surely you still have the Board that I gave you, for that was a special gift. Lava Surfing is a difficult skill, and no Matoran other than those that dwell in Ta-Koro have knowledge of it. It would be a pity if you have forgotten it entirely.”

Inwardly pleased that he did indeed now have the lava surfing board, Takua asked about the stranger. “Who is Tahu?”

Vakama replied: “He will save us. He is come from the heavens, as foretold in the ancient Legends of our city, to battle the Makuta with his Sword of Fire and release us from tyranny. He is a great hero, and will struggle against the Rahi of the Makuta, and will face great dangers. The Legends prophesy six heroes descend from the heavens to Mata Nui, and of them Tahu is the fiercest. But his passage to Mata Nui has left him... uncertain. He has needed help to understand his long-awaited quest. I have told Tahu all I know of the Legends of Mata Nui, and of the Masks of Power. I have done all I can. Now it is up to him to adventure into the wilderness, and find a way to defeat the Makuta.”

Then Vakama’s mood changed. He clearly had no more time for Takua.

“Forgive me, I have much work to do,” he said as he turned back to his fire. “I am preparing for the arrival of another... I am not certain, but the stars have revealed a new prophecy, which I do not yet fully understand...”

Takua left Vakama and headed out over the bridge. On his way back to the beach, he noticed a much smaller bridge off to the right. It lead into the charred forest. Takua decided to follow it.

He quickly became disoriented in the forest. All of the charred trees looked the same! He didn’t know where he had been and where he was going. He felt as though he had been walking in circles.

Then he saw them. Someone had marked some of the trees along the path with an ‘X’. Takua noticed that he could scratch the mark again, making it more visible and allowing him to keep track of where he had been.

Takua also happened across a sign marking the way to the beach. He stepped out of the forest, turned around, and head back in. He was confident that he wouldn’t get lost this time.

As he walked along the path, Takua came across a stranger who was pacing back and forth very slowly.

“I am Kapura,” he said. “Are you the Makuta?”

Takua remembered Nokama speaking of the Makuta infecting the Rahi’s masks. He asked, “What is the Makuta?”

“If you do not know what is the Makuta, then I guess you are not it,” he replied. “That is good. Jala says I have to be careful of the Makuta when I am in the forest. He says the Makuta is everywhere. He means Rahi. Monsters. Things you can see. But I know the Makuta is here now, in these burnt trees, and in the dead soil. All of these things were destroyed by the Makuta, but the Makuta never left them. That is how he becomes strong. That is what the Makuta does. He destroys things.

I think the forest looks very beautiful this way too. And when it burned, you could see all the fires perform their Great Takara all the way to the sea, and it was very beautiful.”

Takua longed to learn more about the Makuta, but his curiosity about this slow pacing got the best of him and he asked, “What are you doing?”

“I am practicing,” he replied. “Vakama says that even though I am slow, I may be faster than all the others, and travel very far. He says I must practice. Jala says I am being silly. I practice often.”

Kapura’s pacing disoriented Takua again. He asked him, “Where am I?”

“You are where you are,” Kapura said. “If I practice, I can be where I am not. I think I can feel it. It is hot here where I am, but where I am not is cold, and I think I can feel it. I must practice more. The island has many places to visit. I want to see all of them. But the others do not like to travel. Mata Nui is very big. Vakama says that in the beginning of time, Mata Nui fell from the sky, and landed here. The Makuta came after him and made him fall asleep, and sent his monsters out across the world to control it, and destroy its beautiful things, and to make the Matoran his slaves. Vakama has told us to wait for more creatures to fall from the sky, who will save us. I think one of them landed on the beach. I saw it fall, when I was practicing before. Vakama knows more. You should ask him. He lives in Ta-Koro.”

Kapura’s pacing had worn Takua down. He decided it was best not to mention that he had just spoken with Vakama. Instead, he bidded him goodbye. Takua had decided to head back to the boat and try to find a way to Po-Koro to tell Huki that Maku was safe. He needed to head to Ga-Koro first, for he remembered that the worker at the dock could tell him the way to sail to Po-Wahi, where Takua was certain to find Po-Koro.

*

Meanwhile, Turaga Nokama showed Gali a peak and told her that the Kanohi Miru was located at its top. Gali started a long climb and eventually reached the Miru. Before she could take it, however, the mountain crumbled. She managed to snatch the mask and use it to slow her fall. Once down again, Gali found herself having to fight a pair of Nui-Jaga and Tarakava.

*

Meanwhile, back in Le-Wahi, Lewa started a journey back from the watery cave. He swung in the vines when suddenly a Nui-Rama knocked off Lewa's mask and he fell toward the jaws of a powerful Muaka tiger. The Toa of Air was almost crushed before Onua rescued him just in time by trapping the Muaka in a pit. 

*

Po-Wahi was a dry, arid land of sand and stone. At first, Takua thought there would be no one at the dock to greet him. But as he looked around, he noticed a solitary merchant and his wares.

“Eh? What’s that?” he asked. “Sorry. Don't get too many travelers around Po-Wahi these days. What can I do for you? Need a boat? Information? Or a souvenir, maybe?”

Hopeful to get some tips about the local culture, Takua asked “What is Po-Wahi?”

“Po-Wahi is... well, there's not much to it, really, mostly sand... lots of sand. But there are the canyons, which are real pretty to look at, if the sun or the Rahi don't get you first... and the Path of Prophecies, which the ancient carvers made. Po-Koro's a decent place, too, and don't miss the games. Most everyone around Mata Nui turns up to see a Koli match, when they're on. Haven't been too many visitors lately, though.”

Takua thanked the merchant for his assistance and set out on foot, following the stone path laid before him. “Stay outta the sun!” he called out to Takua as he left.

He soon came to a fork in the road and had to choose his path. The writing was becoming more familiar to him now. Was his memory returning? Yes or no, he choosed the path to the left, certain that it would take him to Po-Koro.

The path was long and monotonous, but eventually Takua came to another fork in the road. A stone carver was here, hard at work. As Takua admired his work, Hafu spoke to him.

“Hot enough for ya?” he asked. “Another Hafu original …” he said as he gestured toward his work. “Wow … Sometimes I impress myself! Can you guess what it is yet?”

Takua couldn’t, so he shook his head “No”.

Hafu seems to sense that he was not here for idle chit-chat. “If you're looking for Po-Koro, traveler, take the right road. My right. Or is it you're right?”

Takua thanked him for the help, such as it was, and headed out along the path to the right. His right. And soon, he saw it.

A marvelous stone gate stood before him. The path was overlooked by six magnificent, enormous stone faces. He wondered if these were also the work of Hafu, the stone carver with whom he just spoke?

He walked through the gate and into the middle of a thriving marketplace. The sounds of animals and bartering filled the air. Takua spoke with a nearby merchant, Ahkmou.

“Hello, stranger! Are you looking for a good Koli ball? Let me recommend the Comet, our most popular model.”

“What is a Koli ball?” Takua asked.

“Why, Koli balls are for playing Koli, of course,” he replied. “You'd want a Comet — our most popular model. Trading for two Husi Pecking Birds, or the equivalent.”

Takua asked him, “Where do you get your Koli balls?”

“Well, now, that's privileged information, my friend. Let's just say I have a secret source...”

“How do I buy a Koli ball?” he wondered aloud

“We trade here, like in the rest of the bazaar,” he answers. “If you've got something worth trading, I'll give you a Koli ball for it!”

Takua didn’t have anything to trade, so he told Ahkmou goodbye.

“Come back anytime... Our Comet balls are the best in Mata Nui. Everyone wants one! Don't be the only Matoran in Po-Koro without a Comet!”

Takua saw a hut with an open door to his left. He heard someone carving stone within it. He decide to enter the hut. The tall figure within greeted him.

“Hail, adventurer! You have come at an unhappy time in Po-Koro, I fear. I am about to announce to my people the news that the next Koli match will have to be cancelled. I do not think even great Pohatu could play Koli at a time like this.”

“Who are you?” Takua asked.

“I am Onewa, Turaga of the village of Po-Koro,” he replied. “The Matoran here are master carvers, and their work is the envy of all Mata Nui. But today I am not carving works of art. Instead, I am fashioning bed. I am struggling to bring comfort to the sick people of this village, but it is a fleeting solace. We know nothing of this illness, how long it might last, or where it comes from. Left unattended, I fear the Madness...”

He did not finish his sentence. Curious, Takua asked why he was canceling the Koli match.

“A dark plague has corrupted my people and my village. Though many still stay at their work, and visit the bazaar, and play Koli, they have blinded themselves to the truth, and put strength and duty before fear. Huki, our greatest Koli champion, was one of the first to fall ill. He has become weakened, and cannot move from his bed. I fear that soon we will see in him the beginnings of the Madness, the same diabolical force that grips the wild Rahi when their masks become infected.”

If Huki was their greatest Koli champion, who then was Pohatu, Takua wondered. He decided to ask.

“Pohatu is the Toa of the Po-Koro Matoran,” Onewa told him. “His great strength can fell mountains, and the Kanohi Kakama gives him speed greater than any creature on Mata Nui. The irony is that Pohatu's strength and speed cannot help us. An enemy that can neither be seen, nor felt plagues us. Vakama, of Ta-Koro, has sent some of his Guard to assist us, but they will not enter the village for fear of falling prey to this disease. Instead, they are combing the hills in search of Pohatu, who is on a grave quest for the Masks of Power. But without knowing even where this illness comes from, there is little anyone can do... even the great Pohatu. I am distracted by many of Po-Koro's problems, adventurer, and I can give you little of my time. Do you think you can give me some clue about how to cure this illness?”

He couldn’t, so he told Onewa goodbye.

“I wish you the speed of Pohatu, adventurer,” he said as Takua departed. He then returned to his sorrowful task of carving beds for the ill.

Curious, Takua headed down to look at the Koli field. There he met someone playing with a Koli ball. He greeted him with a vigorous “Hup! Hup! Hup!”

“Are you here for a Koli match?” he asked. “I sure could use some more teammates to play with. All the others have gone home. They're not feeling well. Not even Huki can play anymore. And I just got a new Comet! Traded two Husi for it.”

Takua wanted to learn more about the game, so he asked, “What is Koli?”

“What is Koli?” he repeated incredulously. “You must not be from around here! Koli is the greatest sport on Mata Nui. It's incredibly simple, but takes much more skill than the sports they play in other villages! Koli is played in a Koli field. You're standing in the biggest one in Po-Wahi, but they don't have to be as fancy as this. All you need is four goals, set up on each side of a square. There are four players. Each of the goals has a Matoran to guard it. To win, you have to kick Koli balls — like this one — into any of the other three goals, while at the same time stopping other players from getting their balls into your goal. That's it!”

Remembering he had a new one, Takua asked, “What is a Comet?”

“A Comet is the best kind of Koli ball you can get,” he said. “Everyone is getting one of these now. They're perfectly balanced, so it's very hard to miss, and when you kick them, they fly as fast as a comet! They only started trading them recently at the bazaar. I don't know where they get them, but whoever carved them is truly a master.”

Eager to learn more about him, Takua asked, “Who is Huki?”

“Who is Huki! Why, only the greatest Koli player, ever. At least... he was. He fell ill a little while ago, and I haven't seen him around much. He lives just on the other side of the Koli field.”

Now that he knew where Huki lived, Takua felt the pressing need to deliver the message that Maku was all right. Perhaps it would make him feel better somewhat. He said his goodbye to the stranger at the Koli field, but as he left, he heared him:

“Hup! Hup! *cough*”

Was he too coming down with this mysterious illness? Takua saw what had to be Huki’s hut as he left the Koli field. It was marked with an ‘X’ so all could know that the inhabitant within was sick. As he moved toward the hut, Takua passed a lone spectator in the stands, still hopeful that the Koli match will go on.

Takua entered the hut and found Huki within. He was very ill, but shouted at Takua with great force: “Stay away from me!” And then he continued, much weaker now, “I just want to be left alone.”

Perhaps this was not Huki after all, Takua thought. He decided that it was better to ask and be certain. “Who are you?”

“I am … Huki …” he replied. The words came with much difficulty.

“Why are you sick?” Takua asked.

“I don't know...” he said with difficulty. “I have been here for — how many days? I'm not sure anymore... I used to know. You must go. I feel... strange. No one must come here, especially Maku. Do not tell her I am ill, it will worry her... she must not see me like this, she must not...”

Unable to take any more of this conversation, Huki yelled “Get out!” Takua could do nothing more than oblige him.

Takua decided to check once more on the stranger on the Koli field, but he noticed that he was gone. He had left behind his Comet! Takua resolved to find him and take it to him, but as he went to pick it up, a mysterious substance seemed to ooze out from within it and coat the ball.

What could this mean? He decided to take the ball to Onewa to see if he knew. At first, he was puzzled.

“What? But this is just a Koli ball... Hm. But not just any Koli ball; this is the special kind that is being traded at the bazaar, and which has become very popular. Thank you, adventurer, for showing this to me. You are as noble as your reputation, and resourceful. This opens my eyes to many things. If these balls are the cause of the illness, then we must take them away from the village, and throw them in the sea. But they are very popular and the Po-Koro Matoran value Koli above many things. I cannot take these away from my people unless I have proof that they are the cause. However, this is a vital clue. I know that a merchant in the bazaar sells these balls — you must find out from him where these balls come from. But take care. If he is somehow involved in this plot, then he will not want you to find out. The evil that visited Ga-Koro across the waves has come, it seems, to our ocean of sand. I fear the shadow of the Makuta has been cast across Po-Koro. I know that the source of this evil must be found or all may be lost. If Vakama's Guard can find the Toa, I will suggest to Pohatu that he seek you out, and together I hope you can do what is necessary. Would that the sick did not need me, or I would come to assist you on your quest. Perhaps there is some information that I can provide you with that will help you unravel this great mystery!” he asked Takua.

He could think of nothing more to ask Onewa, so he returned to the Comet merchant in the marketplace. He was no more willing to tell him where he got his Koli balls this time than when he asked before. But while he was busy with another customer, Takua noticed a strange object among the Koli balls. He slipped it into his bag without his noticing.

Not certain where he was going or what he am looking for, Takua decided to head back the way he came. He soon saw Hafu, still hard at work on his latest masterpiece. Takua kept to the left and headed toward what he thought was a quarry.

The quarry was filled with enormous mask carvings. Below each mask was a small hole. Did Takua hold within his backpack the key to solving this mystery? There was only one way to find out. He placed the object he “borrowed” from the Comet merchant into each hole, one by one, until he finally found the one for which it opened a door.

Inside the cave, Takua discovered a pile of Comet Koli balls. They were all infected like the one he given to Onewa. But Takua was not alone in the cave. A large, blue scorpion-like Rahi beast had spotted him.

Just then, a tall stranger appeared in the cave with Takua. The scorpion took aim and striked him a blinding blow. He appeared to be OK, except that he could not see. He spoke to Takua.

“Adventurer, the scorpion has blinded me for the moment. It will be some time before my sight returns! Tell me where to kick the ball, and together we can destroy the Nui Jaga’s nest!”

Pohatu moved with astonishing speed. Although the Nui Jaga knocked away several of their shots, the Toa and Matoran quickly began breaking the green columns which constituted the Nui Jaga’s nest. After the last strands had been snapped, the Nui Jaga quickly retreated as the ceiling threatened to collapse upon them.

“Let’s get out of here,” said the stranger. They both turned to flee. Takua was running as fast as he could, but he senseed that he was not going to make it. The stranger began to accelerate, and

then suddenly they were far outside the cave, looking down upon it as a cloud of dust and stone came shooting out of its mouth.

“Excellent my friend!” the stranger exclaimed. “We make a good team! My sight has returned to me. This was an evil plan, indeed. Onewa was right to call upon me. That was an infected mask set beside the Koli balls … But who left it there, and placed the balls beside it? Though Po-Koro will be safe now, we have uncovered an even greater mystery. I fear the Makuta’s influence may extend beyond the Rahi, now … I will take this news back to Po-Koro, and help them carry the infected Koli balls into the sea. My Mask of Power will let me to get to the village quick enough, I think, to save even Huki. You are a cunning ally, friend, and brave. I hope that we shall meet again, someday.”

And with that, he was gone. Takua could only conclude that he had encountered the Toa known as Pohatu.

Takua returned to Po-Koro as fast as his legs could carry him. He sought out Onewa to tell him what had happened.

“Hail, hero!” cried Onewa. “Pohatu has already been here, and gone. The infected Koli balls have been taken to the sea, and they will bother us no more. The Matoran of my village are recovering from their illness. I'm not certain what became of the merchant who sold those Koli balls, however. He disappeared before Pohatu returned. Pohatu has told me of all your adventures. We, like the Ga-Koro Matoran, will long honor your deeds! Nokama was right when she said you would be witness to many important things transpiring throughout our land. She asked me to watch you, and tell her if I also feel this. I know now that you are the one her Astrologer has spoken of. Take this Carving Tool, which is the proud symbol of our greatest Carvers. Show it to Nokama and she will give you the Book of Chronicles. I trust your travels are going well. I wish you the speed of Pohatu, adventurer.”

Before heading back to Ga-Koro, Takua decided to check on Huki’s progress. The Koli field was now full of Koli players, and fans were crowded round shouting cheers of support.

At Huki’s hut, Huki was now up and about, seemingly bursting with energy.

“I will soon be fit enough to return to Koli, and to Maku,” he told Takua. “If you see her in your travels, tell her I am well!”

Takua agreed to do so and immediately headed out to do just that.

“Hello again,” Nokama greeted him. Takua showed her the Po-Koro chisel.

Nokama got straight to the point. “Take this book, and attend to it, and travel to the villages. It will store all that you see. If the Toa fail, and Mata Nui is destroyed... this, at least, will remain. And the ocean will keep it safe for us.”

Honored by this task, Takua said goodbye and turned to leave when she said it: “Good luck, Chronicler.” Chronicler. He now had some identity and purpose to cling to at last.

Not exactly knowing how Takua was to travel to the villages, nor how many villages there may be, he decided to head back to Po-Wahi by boat. Once there, he planned to head toward the mountain along the stone path he had not yet taken.

*

At some point Lewa met Onua and Pohatu by a mountain. Onua told Lewa he had called a meeting near his landing place. Lewa set off to find Kopaka to inform him of the meeting. At some point Onua met Tahu and told him about the meeting.

*

Gali, outnumbered by Rahi, was rescued by the sudden appearance of Tahu, but not before being hit by a Tarakava and vanishing beneath the waves where she had a vision of the Toa Kaita, Akamai, and Wairuha. After coming to, she was told by Tahu that Onua had called a meeting near his landing place.

*

Meanwhile Kopaka was given a hint by the Matoran that the Kanohi Pakari was located in Ta-Wahi. Kopaka went to collect this mask and found out it was on an island in the center of a lake of lava, the Lava Lagoon. At this point he had already collected his Hau and Kaukau.

After reaching the island via a frozen hot spring, he was attempting to return when his Ice Sword struck the spring, causing a large chip of ice to hit him in the head and knock him out. While unconscious, Kopaka had a vision in which he saw Kini-Nui from a bird's-eye view and saw Akamai and Wairuha. After reviving himself, the spring had melted too much to get back to shore. Using his newfound Pakari, he tried to jump. Failing, Lewa saved him with an updraft. Kopaka theorized that the vision was from Teridax, seeing as it almost got him drowned. Lewa then told him that Onua had called the Toa together for a meeting near his landing site. 

On their way to the meeting spot, Lewa and Kopaka met with six Matoran: Jala, Huki, Maku, Onepu, Matoro, and Kongu in Le-Wahi. The Toa shared some of their tales with the Matoran. Matoro asked Kopaka if he would come to the Matoran's disk-throwing championship, but he refused, although Lewa stated that he would be happy to attend. When Lewa announced that the Matoran should be heading to the field, he and Kopaka left for their meeting. Jala told the other Matoran that they have a long and dangerous journey ahead to the field, and he told Maku to swim ahead and scout the area, while Huki should bring up the rear - he complained about this, saying he wanted to practice his throws, although Kongu replies that if they run into a Rahi, then he would have bigger things to worry about.

Meanwhile Maku, while scouting ahead, spotted an infected Nui-Jaga, heading towards the Matoran. She rushed back to her friends to warn them; Matoro suggested getting the Toa to help, although Jala responded that they had the whole island to worry about, and that the Matoran should handle the Nui-Jaga themselves. Even though it was much bigger and stronger, Kongu had a plan. He gathered vines from the treetops and wove a huge net, while Huki broke down boulders into smaller stones. Kongu announced that they would suspend the net high in the trees, and when the Nui-Jaga would come, one of them would throw a disk and cut the vine, causing the net to drop and trap the Nui-Jaga. When asked who will make the throw, Jala said that Huki would, despite his lack of confidence.

When the Nui-Jaga finally arrived, Huki made the throw and managed to hit the vine holding up the net, trapping the Nui-Jaga. However, the Matoran realized that the net would not hold the Rahi for very long, so they focused their energies and formed a Matoran Nui, which threw the trapped Nui-Jaga far away. After splitting apart again, the Matoran congratulated each other on their victory, and Maku noted that the Matoran now had a tale to tell the Toa. 

*

Meanwhile the Toa had their meeting.

“I felt it was time we met again”, Onua began. “This place holds dangers we never dreamed of… maybe even more than any of us can handle alone.”

“We need to learn to work together. Our future depends on it”, Gali agreed immediately.

“I don’t know”, Lewa murmured. “I’m still not much for teaming up.”

Suddenly the Mangai volcano erupted, spilling lava that was dangerously rushing towards the meeting spot of the Toa.

“Then again”, Lewa said. “There’s nothing like a little togetherness.”

“That lava flow could destroy the entire island”, Onua said. “You have the Mask of Speed, Lewa– can you get me there?”

Lewa agreed, “Sure, Onua. But what are you going to do once we’re there?”

“Watch and learn.”

Lewa used his Kakama to race and take Onua near the lavaflow.

“I thought Tahu was the expert of lava”, Lewa stated.

“He is”, Onua admitted. “But my people live underground– molten rock is nothing new

to me.”

With Lewa’s speed and Onua’s power combined, the two created a trench to catch the lava flow before it could harm anything down below.

Down below, the four other Toa challenged the Rahi. A Muaka tried to attack Gali, but she used her legs to flung the Rahi in the direction of Kopaka, who then freezed the creature solid. Two Tarakava were about to attack Tahu but Pohatu kicked two boulders past him, and they struck down the creatures. Makuta made a wave of sand in hopes of defeating Tahu, but Tahu used his power to turn the sand into glass. The glass was shattered by two Nui-Rama that grabbed Tahu and took him high in the sky. They then dropped him. Tahu heated up the air below him to slow his fall. He would’ve still been crushed, if it wasn’t for Onua, who caught the Toa of Fire and suggested he search for the Mask of Levitation soon.

Kopaka used his Hau to protect him from a pair of Nui-Jaga. Gali used her control over water to make the water underground sprout to the surface and flung the Rahi far away. A swarm of Nui-Rama tried to attack Onua, but he simply created a huge boulder of earth and threw it at the creatures, stopping their attack. The Rahi fled and the Toa were triumphant. They decided to work together to collect the rest of the masks as they fought better as a team. 

*

The path to Onu-Koro was uneventful. The sands of Po-Wahi slowly gave way to the rocks of the mountain. Eventually, Takua reached the entrance to a tunnel. Two large crab-like creatures were here along with their attendant. He spoke to Takua.

“Howdy, Traveler. Need a Crab to Onu-Koro? Awful dark in there, but Puku knows the way. I heard there's another Ussal race coming up. Make sure you catch it if you're in town.”

“What race?” Takua asked.

“The Ussal Crabs are strong and loyal,” he began. “They help us with many things here, from mining to transportation, but mostly racing. I'm usually at the track, but with all the problems these days, there isn't much time for it.”

“Who is Puku?” Takua inquired.

“Puku's a retired racing crab, used to belong to none other than Onepu himself. Took the title three times with him. She's a bit long in the tooth now, but still fast!”

“What is Onu-Koro?” Takua wondered aloud.

“Onu-Koro is the great undercity of Onu-Wahi, where the mines sink as deep as Mount Ihu is tall! The wise Whenua rules here.”

Having promised to visit the villages, Takua resolved to press on to Onu-Koro. A fast companion who knew the way seemed like a very good idea to him, even if it was an Ussal Crab, so Takua quickly befriend Puku and they were off down the long, dark tunnel.

They reached the city quickly. Puku was indeed still fast. There were many huts here in the darkness, lit only by the occasional torch or candle. A guard was posted here at the entrance. He hds a large disk strapped to his back. Takua decided to seek out Whenua.

The first he I encountered seemed to house more Ussal Crabs. Someone was tending to them. “You there! Fetch those saddles!” he shouted to him. “And we need more Discs. Step to it! Try to stay out of the way, Traveler. We’re organizing a patrol. With all the lights out in Onu-Koro, the Rahi have stepped up their raids. Take care when traveling in the deep mines and tunnels—the Kofo-Jaga can appear at any time. Battling them takes special skill.”

“Who are you?” Takua asked.

“Onepu, at your service,” he replied. “I am the Captain of the famous Onu-Koronan Ussalry Regiment, Champion of Ussal Racing, and Special Aide of Whenua, our great Turaga.”

Takua asked him, “What are Kofo-Jaga?”

“They are small creatures,” he began, “but incredibly fierce and cunning... they attack by surprise, and always in large numbers. They shun bright light and use darkness and fear as weapons. Their nests are scattered throughout the Underworld, and woe betide the miner who breaks through to one! Usually, Whenua uses his special drill to detect these nests before they are opened, but he has been busy and the miners have been desperate to find more protodermis veins.”

Worried, Takua inquired, “How do I battle the Kofo-Jaga?”

“The Regiment depends on its gallant steeds, and a healthy supply of Discs, when fighting the Kofo-Jaga,” Onepu replied. “The darkness gives the Makuta’s minions strength. It’s good to have a Lightstone with you, if you can find one.”

Takua thanked Onepu for his help and then he told him goodbye.

“May your Crab ride swift and true!” he said as Takua exited.

Takua wandered among the huts, wondering which one belonged to Whenua. Finally, he came across a large hut with a shrine in front of it that reminded him of the one he saw in Ta-Koro. Perhaps Whenua is here. He began to enter the hut, but discovered that there was a meeting taking place within it.

“Turaga,” began the purple fellow with the large disk strapped to his back, “the mining guilds have hit an underground rock layer that they cannot break through. We fear the protodermis will run out if we cannot continue our digging!”

“How far does it run?” asked the one with the staff that looked like a drill. This had to be Whenua speaking.

“Shaft 3 and Shaft 8 have ceased protodermis mining because they cannot break through this rock layer.”

“That's the entire mining area!” Whenua exclaimed.

“Yes, Turaga,” the purple fellow replied. “For all we know, the strata extends beneath all of Mata Nui, except perhaps the Mangai volcano.”

“Are you certain there is no soft spot to dig through, Captain?” asked Whenua.

“We've been over every inch of the surface,” replied the Captain. “There are no fractures, no fault lines, nothing!”

Whenua inquired, “How much remains of the surface deposits?”

The Captain looked down at his feet. “They are running out. We may have to look elsewhere for more protodermis. Like Ta-Wahi, or Po-Wahi.”

“What is this layer made out of?” asked Whenua.

“Our prospectors believe it to be rock, but it has higher organic levels than any mineral composite we've seen.”

“Organic?” Whenua seemed surprised.

“Yes,” the Captain affirmed. “It seems to have more in common with an Ussal Crab shell than any normal stone strata.”

“Strange. I wonder what we will find if we break through?” wondered Whenua.

The Captain seemed eager to press his point. “Turaga, I must have more men and more machines if we are to know. You must allocate more resources to the mining guilds!”

“Captain, I am doing everything I can,” replied Whenua. “No one wants to see the protodermis run out. But Onu-Koro has many problems right now.”

As if to support Whenua’s statement, one of the other attendees volunteered one of those many problems. “Without a fresh supply of Lightstones, we cannot light the digging site.”

“Have you been able to continue the tunneling at all?” Whenua asked.

“Yes, but we are working at about 25 percent capacity. It is too dark down there to work safely!” complained the miner.

“The Le-Koro Highway must be completed soon,” Whenua insisted. “We need safe passage between the villages.”

“Turaga, we cannot ask our workers to continue under these conditions!” exclaimed the worker.

“Taipu said he can dig by torchlight, without difficulty,” stated Whenua.

“Taipu is very stubborn, and strong,” said the miner. “But he is slow even when he has a team of diggers to help him. One Matoran cannot dig a tunnel to Le-Koro!”

“Foreman,” said Whenua resignedly, “until we can repair the flood damage, there is little I can do.”

“You can give us more Matoran, and more equipment!” pleaded the Foreman. “The Guilds and the Traders have extra. We can use those!”

“They do not have extra,” Whenua corrected. “And how would it help if they did?”

“The air is bad because of the torches, and the Rahi attack frequently because of the darkness,” stated the Foreman. “If we had more workers, we could alternate teams before they get ill. We could put more guards on duty.”

“Foreman, I understand the problems you are facing,” Whenua commiserated. “I am doing everything in my power to get you the help you need. But you must be patient.”

But a lack of patience was on view everywhere. The third attendee facing Whenua spoke. “Turaga Whenua, I will not tolerate this kind of delay! The Trade Guilds have contracts with four of Po-Koro's most influential artists.”

“I understand that,” said Whenua, “and I am doing everything I can.”

“Protodermis production is stopped,” complained the tradesman. “Stonemasons are slowed by the darkness. And half the shipments were lost to Rahi attacks!”

“Ta-Koronan torches are being used to light the stone quarries now,” Whenua explained. “Those deliveries will be made.”

“The Kofo-Jaga are not afraid of torchlight,” the tradesman insisted. “And what of the protodermis? The Po-Koronans cannot trade stone for nothing!”

Whenua continued, “The Mine Captains are working to break through this rock layer. Until then there is little we can do.”

“They make goods from the protodermis. Without it they cannot trade for stone! We will lose that market.” The tradesman was clearly concerned.

Whenua was less so. “There are other markets,” he said.

The tradesman pressed on. “And what of the Le-Koro highway? It was to be finished months ago. My caravans refuse to travel to the south until it is complete!”

“The Le-Koronans will have to come trade at our market until it is finished,” offered Whenua.

“They try, Turaga!” exclaimed the tradesman. He was now quite agitated. “But they can no more come north than we can go south!”

“Perhaps the sea is a better route,” pondered Whenua.

“There are even more dangerous Rahi in the waters than on land!” the tradesman complained. “What of Onua? Is he doing nothing to help Onu-Koro?”

“Onua did not descend from the heavens to help your profits, Guildmaster.” It is Whenua who was agitated now. “He is pursuing a great quest that may yet save us all.”

The Guildmaster would not be dissuaded. “I demand that more attention be paid to the needs of the Trade Guilds! The Great Market is Onu-Koro's most valuable asset!”

“Guildmaster,” began Whenua wearily, “I will speak with Onepu. Perhaps he can spare an escort for your caravans until the Highway is complete.”

Whenua clearly had no time for Takua, and he had no more time to listen to the many complaints of the people of Onu-Koro. He decided that perhaps he had best be going.

Beyond Whenua’s hut was another tunnel. Outside the tunnel was a map with symbols upon it. Among the fire and wavy lines, Takua saw what looked like a Lightstone. It was very dark in Onu-Koro. Takua wondered if perhaps he might find a Lightstone brighter than his own. He headed into the tunnel to do just that.

The tunnel was very dark, even with his Lightstone held out in front of him. Takua inched forward in the darkness cautiously. Finally, he saw a light up ahead. It was a Lightstone marking the fork in the tunnel. Recalling the map, Takua decided to follow the left path.

Two flickering torches marked the entrance to the Lightstones mine. Takua wandered in a ways until he met up with some of the miners. There appeared to have been some sort of disaster there. There was lava flowing everywhere out of the pipes and onto the floor.

The miner to his right, who was holding a large key, spoke to Takua. “Better steer clear of this area, traveler. There’s a runaway lava flow that burst from Ta-Koro. No way to get to the Lightstone mines until it’s rerouted.”

“We lost a bunch of drilling equipment when that flow burst,” said the miner to his left. “It's all stuck on the other side of the firelake! If only we could get across!”

“I can get across,” Takua thought to himself. But then he wondered why he thought that. And then he remembered: the Lava surfboard! “I must know how to surf across the lava if I have a Lava surfboard,” Takua told himself. “Right?”

There was only one way to find out. Before he could change his mind, Takua took the surfboard out of his backpack, threw it down into the lava, and made a running jump for it.

It was an exhilarating ride as he glided across the top of the lava. Fortunately, just when he thought all of the momentum had just about left his surfboard, Takua arrived at the other side of the lava pool.

There was a pump there, but it clearly was not working. Takua took a closer look. Only a few of the buttons were lit up. He needed to somehow get all of the buttons to light. Takua began pressing a few buttons to see what happens. After a few presses, he had it figured out. In no time at all, all of the buttons were lit and the pump sprang to life.

As the lava started flowing through the pump, the valves on the leaking pipes began to close until no more lava was flowing into the hallway. Soon, the lava had receded and the miner with the key had arrived and re-opened the Lightstone mine. Takua went in to take a look.

It was a room unlike any he had ever seen. A million stars light up the night sky, only the sky was made of rock and the stars were made of glowing stone. A prospector was surveying the room while the miners were hard at work.

“Great work, stranger!” said the prospector. “There's a lot of folks in Onu-Koro who will be glad you found a way to the Lightstones. The Lightstone deposits in this cave will keep Onu-Koro lit for a long time. Pretty sure they'll keep the Rahi back, too.”

Pleased with himself, Takua headed back to a now much-brighter Onu-Koro. The miners had very quickly taken Lightstones from the mine and distributed them among the village and tunnels. Takua decided to head into the Great Mine, to see what troubles might persist there.

The tunnel was long and dark. Takua was amazed at the amount of work that had gone into making this mine. Where only a few idle Ussal Crabs and abandoned equipment had been before, all was now abuzz with activity, thanks to the Lightstones. At the end of the tunnel, he saw someone surveying the mine near an elevator shaft. He noticed Takua.

“Who are you?” Takua asked.

“I'm the Chief Prospector for Mine Shaft 8,” he replied. “We dig for protodermis and stone here.”

“Have you brought word from Whenua?” asked the prospector. “Has he figured out how to get through this rock layer?”

“What rock layer?” Takua asked.

“At the bottom of Shaft B; the elevator goes down there,” he replied. “Onu-Koro's had real problems since we hit this strata. Can't dig through it or blast it. Not even Onua could claw through it; it's just too strong. The Mining Captains have been trying to get Whenua to give us more workers and machines. If we don't find a way through this rock, there won't be any more protodermis.”

Not eager to relive the heated discussion in Whenua’s hut, Takua merely said that there was no word yet from Whenua. The prospector did not seem surprised.

“Look out for Rahi in the tunnels! It's dark down here!” he warned. “Take care when traveling in the deep mines and tunnels; the Kofo-Jagas can appear at any time. Battling them takes special skill.”

Takua thanked him and said goodbye. He resolved to ride the elevator down to the bottom of Shaft B and take a look for himself at this mysteriously impenetrable rock layer.

The elevator had but one control. Takua grabbed the lever and pulled it down. His descent began. The ride is uneventful, but Takua did not realize just how deep this shaft went. At the bottom, he stepped out of the elevator and saw someone pondering the ground in the distance.

Takua moved closer. This had to be the layer everyone was talking about. All about it were broken and shattered tools.

“That strange disk on the ground is the only feature this rock layer has. I'm not sure what it is,” said the miner, half to himself and half to Takua. “They look like astrological symbols... if I knew an astrologer, I'd sure have a few questions for him! Hey, do you know any Astrologers by any chance?”

“Who are you?” Takua asked.

“I'm a prospector for the Mining Guild,” he said. “We're trying to figure out how to get through this rock layer and mine more protodermis and stone.”

“This strange disk?” Takua asked.

“Yes, the one on the ground over there,” he replied. “It's covered with strange symbols. We have no idea how it came to be here, buried so far underground, and sunk into this hard rock. It's very mysterious.”

“I know an astrologer!” Takua finally admitted.

“You do? Great!” the prospector exclaimed. “Take this message and deliver it. I've sketched out this disk. Maybe your friend can figure out if it means anything important.”

With the prospector’s letter to the Astrologer in his backpack, Takua began the elevator ride back up the shaft. He only realized just how far he had come when he made the long journey back to the Astrologer in Ga-Koro.

*

The Toa, together, went to recover Tahu’s Miru underwater. Tahu, Pohatu and Lewa stayed behind to watch out for Rahi while Gali, Kopaka and Onua, who all had their Kaukau collected by now, dove to find the Miru. The Toa encountered a Tarakava and defeated it before acquiring the mask.

*

Sometime after, a swarm of Nui-Rama attacked Le.Koro and took many Le-Matoran and Turaga Matau into their hive as slaves. A Kuma Nui attacked Lewa, removed his Kanohi and replaced it with an infected mask.

 *

“Strange...” said the astrologer in Ga-Koro. “A prospector found this in Onu-Koro? Underground? Who would build a sundial underground? Perhaps there was an earthquake, and it fell beneath the earth... Yes, this is an ancient sundial, used many ages ago. I am certain that its purpose has been completely forgotten. The strange thing about it is that it has an indicator at 4 o'clock. No other sundials have this marking. I have always been curious as to why. Take this gnomon and see if it fits in the center of the sundial. You see, I found it in the foothills of Mount Ihu a long time ago, and since then have been looking for the sundial to which it belongs. You may have found it for me! If it is in a cave, then we may not ever find out what happened every day at four. Unless you have some way to fake sunlight underground!”

Takua took the gnomon and placed it into his backpack. As he rode the boat, walked the paths, rode Puku the Ussal Crab, walked the dark tunnels, and rode the elevator down to the prospector, he could only hope that he and the Astrologer had no more items to exchange.

“So it's a sundial after all,” said the prospector. “Very odd! Who would put a sundial underground!? Well, the astrologer said something's supposed to happen at four o'clock each day. Maybe if you can fake sunlight somehow, we can find out what! We can't dig it, we can't drill it, we can't blow it up... How do we get through?!”

Takua took a closer look at the sundial. After traveling all the way from Ga-Koro, he had almost forgotten why he had come back: the gnomon! He took it out of his backpack and placed it on the sundial.

As he stared at the sundial, Takua suddenly had an idea. He took out his Lightstone and cast its light upon the gnomon such that its shadow fell upon what Takua believed to be the number four. At first, he didn’t think it was going to work, but then the dial began to glow. Soon, the sundial had disappeared and a spiral staircase further down into the depths appeared in its place.

“Looks like we had the right idea, stranger,” said the prospector. “That disk was a passage through the rock after all!”

Takua headed cautiously down the spiral stairs. At the bottom, he was amazed to see a gold mask floating in the air above a stone column. He was unable to touch it or do anything with it. As there was nothing else down there, Takua reluctantly headed back up the stairs.

He decided to drop in on Whenua before leaving Onu-Koro to look for other villages. When he reached his hut, the others who were there previously had gone.

“Thank you, adventurer, for helping with so many of Onu-Koro's problems!” said Whenua gratefully. “I thought the guild masters would never leave me alone! Now that I have some peace, is there anything you would ask of me?”

Just to make certain he knew who he am talking to, Takua asked “Who are you?”

“I am Whenua, Turaga of Onu-Koro,” he replied. “It is my job to keep things running smoothly around here. A hard task in these difficult times.

“What is Onu-Koro?” Takua pondered aloud, to see what Whenua thought of his village.

“Onu-Koro is the wondrous under-city of Mata Nui,” Whenua beamed. “Matoran come from near and far to trade at our great Market, and marvel at the work of our engineers. Stone dug from our quarries fuels the creations of Po-Koronan carvers. Protodermis, the stuff of life, is brought from deposits within the earth and traded amongst the Matoran. We also mine Lightstones, and many other precious resources.”

Not having anything else to ask, Takua said goodbye to Whenua.

“Good luck in your travels, adventurer,” said Whenua as Takua left. “May Onua protect you.”

He remember the name from when Whenua was speaking with the guild masters. He asked him, “Who is Onua?”

“Onua is the Toa of our village. He is a great hero, engaged on a quest to find the Masks of Power, which he will need to defeat the Makuta...”

Takua thanked Whenua and set off for the tunnel beyond his hut. He was determined to follow the path of the three wavy lines.

Takua followed the tunnel along the path of the three wavy lines. He discovered that it was not yet complete. There were miners here hard at work. Takua spoke to the one he believed to be Taipu, of whom Whenua spoke earlier.

“Onepu told me you found a way to the lightstones,” Taipu said. “Thank you, adventurer. We can dig much more quickly now. I am sure the highway will reach Le-Koro soon!” Then he added, “If the Rahi attack the site, traveler, stay near me. I will protect you.”

“Why are you digging?” Takua asked.

“We are building a highway to the village of Le-Koro. Whenua says I am the strongest of the Onu-Koronan Matoran, so I am leading the way.”

“What is Le-Koro?” Takua wondered aloud.

“It is a village in the south, where the Le-Koronan Matoran live in trees. I have never been there. Onepu says there are tall, pretty forests, and huts built in the sky! Onepu says the Le-Koronans are great musicians, too, and play music all day long from the treetops.”

Takua had met Onepu already, but was wondering what Taipu thought of him, so he asked, “Who is Onepu?”

“Onepu is my best friend in all of Onu-Koro. He is very smart and knows a lot about Ussal Crab racing and fighting Rahi. He is supposed to be digging, too, but he showed me how I can do both of our digging at the same time. THAT'S how smart he is!”

And with that, he took another swing at the rock in front of him. Suddenly, light shone through where once was rock. The tunnel appeared to be complete.

“We did it! We’ve made it through!” exclaimed Taipu. “Onepu was right. It is so beautiful here. Whenua said I should make camp when we break through, but I want to go to see Le-Koro and the tree-Matoran... Le-Koro is right through those trees, I bet. Won't you take me with you to see it?”

Takua saw no reason not to do so. After all, Taipu was willing to protect him in the tunnel. The others could make camp. “Yes, I will take you, Taipu,” Takua replied.

“Thank you! I bet it is more beautiful even than the Great Mine! Let's go!”

Taipu was so excited; he was practically dancing as he ran ahead of Takua into the trees. He occasionally stopped and looked around as he waited for Takua to catch up. “I wonder where the people of Le-Koro are?” he asked during one such stop.

And then, during another stop, he motioned excitedly from atop a rock. “It’s here! Le-Koro! I’ve found it! It’s beautiful!” he shouted. No sooner had the words escaped his mouth than a large creature swooped down from the treetops, picked up Taipu, and flew away with him! Oh no! What had Takua done!?

He rushed ahead. Perhaps the inhabitants of Le-Koro could help him save Taipu. But where was Le-Koro? All he saw is a large tree in a swamp.

But a closer look at the base of the tree revealed what appeared to be some sort of elevator, carved out of large pods and attached to long vines. Takua climbed in the nearest pod. The controls resembled the three wavy lines he had seen on the map back in Onu-Koro. A few presses of the buttons, and Takua was soon ascending up into the high branches of the tree.

As he stepped out of the elevator, Takua was amazed to discover an entire village in the treetops. But all of the huts appeared to have been closed up and abandoned. Where were the inhabitants? Who would help him save Taipu? Takua decided to search the village to see if there was anyone, or anything, there to help him.

He didn’t go far before he discovered an abandoned flute outside one of the huts. Takua picked it up. At first, he placed it into my backpack and continued his search. But later, he decided to take it out again and examine it more closely.

He pressed a large, blue key. As he did so, the other keys of the flute lit up in sequence. Takua decided to try his hand at playing the flute using the same sequence of keys. When he did, a short, hauntingly beautiful melody issued forth.

Before the last note had died away, the village suddenly sprang to life. Windows popped open and inhabitants peeked out. Other villagers appeared from higher up in the trees. They eagerly jumped down to greet him, some more skillfully than others. One began to speak to Takua.

“Forgive but village attacked by Makuta's evil beasts! Feared you were Rahi but no Rama plays Flute like that, so downtree we come and greet!”

“What attack?” Takua asked.

“In last rainfall Kongu on patrol saw Rama-hive growing topleaf-high, far in dark forest. Lateknowing Matoran, Rama infected by Makuta! One drift ago, cloudsneaking Nui-Rama fly on Le-Koro to destroy all. Quicksoaring Kahu-riders treelaunch, and great battles fought! Village still stands, but many lost!”

“What is a Rama?” Takua wondered aloud.

“Nui-Rama, buzzflying Rahi!” he answered. “Hundred-eye, allseeing, fright and fury! Makuta-Madness makes even worse! Wings mash, pincers grab! No chance for Matoran alone, only Toa bold enough to stand against it, yet cunning Rama sneak-swoop-smash and fly out of reach!”

“Who are you?” Takua inquired.

“Tamaru of Le-Koro!” he replied. “Highfly Vinesman, deepwood Wayfinder! Chief Kahu-tamer! Matau's best! You are the brave wanderer that some speak of! Braver still, for coming to Le-Koro!”

Takua was a little embarrassed that his reputation preceded him, especially since it was fear of the Nui-Rama and what had happened to Taipu that had brought him here, not bravery.

“Traveler beware — darktime come,” interrupts the villager next to Tamaru. Matau stolen, Lewa gone! Le-Koronans prepare for battleflight!”

“Who are you?” Takua asked.

“Kongu, fastest Leaf-Runner!” he replied. “Everquick pilot! Weaver, mapmaker! Le-Koro Matoran!”

“And who is Matau?” Takua continued.

“Matau the Singer!” replied Kongu. “Down talk, up singing! Friend and laughter! In lifedawn years past, was known Matau Kewa Champion! Matau, great Turaga of Le-Koro and soul of the forest people! Gone! Gone! Taken by Makuta's Rahi!”

The villagers here spoke in an odd manner, but Takua understood what they meant. “Who is Lewa?” he pressed on.

“Lewa, great Toa of Air!” said Kongu. “Hero of Le-Koro! Gone away in quest for the Great Kanohi. If he were here, he would save us, for he has faced greater dangers than this, and survived! Are you here to help in the defense, traveler? Le-Koro needs brave windriders to face the Rama!” Kongu asked Takua.

He was not certain. Kongu sensed his hesitation.

“Uptree battle, downtree peace! You choose, but if Rama come, try to stay under cover!” said Kongu.

“The forest can protect you, traveler, if you heed it!” added Tamaru.

Takua knew he couldn’t save Taipu by heading back down. Perhaps if he helped the villagers, then they could help him retrieve Taipu. He had no other options. Takua headed “uptree”. As he did so, he noticed a dark cloud growing in the distance.

“Rama-swarm! Scramble!” someone shouted.

Large birds appeared, the villagers mounted them, and then they flew off into the sky toward the dark cloud of Rama. Kongu mounted a bird close by and motioned for Takua to come over.

“Traveler, will you be my second?” Kongu asked him when he arrived. “My Kahu stays treebound without a Disc-thrower!”

Takua immediately agreed and mounted the Kahu bird.

“I hope your Disc-arm is as great as your nerve!” said Kongu. “Lewa protect us! Let’s go!” And with that, they were off into the skies to face the Rama swarm.

There was chatter among the pilots as they raced toward their foe. “Stay with your wingman!” one shouted. “May the wind be ever underneath your wings!” shouted another. And then they were there.

Rama after Rama came at them, eager to swat them out of the sky. Takua launched his discs as fast and as hard as he could, aiming carefully to knock the Rama down. He got many. Others retreated.

Kongu flew like a determined madman. First they were up in the clouds. Then they dive down into the trees. Yet the Rama still came.

Emboldened by their successes, Kongu pushed on to take the fight to the Rama. What at first appeared to be a small mountain in the distance soon became clearer. It was the Rama hive. Incredibly, Kongu took them into its very mouth!

They fought valiantly, and as best they could, but there were too many of them. Soon, their Kahu was injured. Kongu guided the bird to a landing but they arrived safely. At least, as safely as one can arrive in the hive of a swarm of Nui-Rama!

There were other villagers there. Takua saw Taipu hard at work nearby! All were watched closely by small electric blue bugs. Kongu spoke with the tallest of the prisoners. Takua moved closer, and the tall prisoner spoke to him.

“It is an honor that you sought to save me, traveler, but I am sorry that you made the attempt. But with song we will know hope, and hope brings freedom! Keep your voice down, traveler, and sing as you work. And hope Lewa comes to save us.”

“Who are you?” Takua asked.

“I am Matau, called the Singer by the people of Le-Koro,” he replied. “I am their Turaga. I have been imprisoned here since leafdawn.”

“Will Lewa come to save us?” Takua inquired.

“You are not of this tribe, so I will tell you of Lewa, but you must swear not to reveal what I am about to say to anyone. Lewa is here. But he will not save us. The great Toa is the same in body, in strength, and in speed. But his mind is gone. He has been attacked by the Makuta and enslaved by evil. His Great Mask of Power has been replaced with an infected mask, and the only way to bring him back is to take it off. And I know of nothing with the strength to overcome him. He has become more fearsome and horrible than any Rahi. We shall never escape this place. All that is left to us is song, and what small comfort it brings. Take care, and do your work without resistance. Nui-Rama are not clever, but they see much. They know when we are plotting.”

Takua was about to begin his work when he saw him. He was just a point, high up the walls of the hive. But then he came closer, accompanied by his Nui-Rama handler. Takua knew instantly from his infected mask that this must have been the once-great Toa Lewa.

Everything about him seemed dark. Takua could see within the claws of the Nui-Rama beside him what must have been Lewa’s original mask. The shock among the prisoners at this sight was palpable.

Suddenly, another tall stranger sprang from the very ground beneath their feet. It was instantly clear that Lewa and the stranger were set upon destroying each other. Lewa raised his battle axe and charged at Onua.

The mask of Onua changed shape and appeared to power up. Lewa’s attack was thwarted by some sort of shield emanating from the mask. Lewa was thrown backwards into the wall of the hive. The jolt appeared to have changed him.

“What… what’s happening to me?” he asked himself. “My body… not my own…” he mumbled. “My mind… get out of MY MIND!” he screamed. And then the darkness returned to him.

Lewa and Onua began to battle again. The fight moved quickly all over the hive. Lewa scored a frightening blow, and the Onua was knocked partially into the wall of the hive. As one of the electric blue bugs crawled out to survey the damage, Onua’s mask changed once again.

Small bits and pieces of debris suddenly floated up into the air around the stranger. And then, the electric blue bug joined the floating cloud of debris. Before Lewa realized what was happening, the cloud was hurtling toward him, bug and all. Lewa tried to react, but the bug striked him a blow to the head, knocking the infected mask off of his face and onto the floor.

“His mask! Get his mask!” exclaimed Matau.

Onua looked to the Nui-Rama that was hovering nearby. The beast could no longer hold onto Lewa’s uninfected mask. Instead, the mask floated down to the seemingly confused Lewa, who put it on.

Instantly, a change came over the Toa. He leapt high into the air and onto the back of the Nui-Rama. It was Lewa’s mask that changed now. As it did, the Nui-Rama ceased its struggling. The beast was fully under Lewa’s control.

Victorious, Lewa and Onua collected the prisoners and they all escaped the hive aboard the Nui-Rama and their faithful Kahu bird, now nursed back to health. There was to be much rejoicing back at Le-Koro with the return of the prisoners and, especially, Matau.

Le-Koro was now celebrating and even Taipu was dancing!

“Traveler, it is good to see you again after all our adventures!” Matau said to Takua. “Return to treebright Le-Koro was so long hoped for in the darkwet Rama Hive! Take this Flutesong; it fits in the Flute you found. Whenever you need help from sunsoaring Le-Koro, playsong and you will have it!”

As much as he enjoyed a good party, Takua felt that perhaps he needed to keep moving on. He told Matau goodbye.

“Many thanks to you, adventurer, for helping us to highbranch home!” he said as Takua left. “Goodbye, traveler, and fare well!”

*

Onua squinted uncertainly toward the treetops. The sun was bright here in the rain forest of Le-Wahi, and his eyes ached with the effor of trying to see through its brightness.

“Is that it?” he asked Gali and Tahu, who stood beside him.

Gali nodded. “It is a Kanohi Kakama”, she confirmed. “It seems to be stuck in the knot of this tree, up near the top. Too bad brother Lewa isn’t here to play monkey for us.”

“Indeed. Sister, you hold the Mask of Levitation – do you think you can get it?”

“I can try.” Gali stared upward. “I haven’t yet had much time to practice. But if I move slowly...”

Tahu let out a noisy, impatient sigh. “Look, we don’t have all day for this”, he said adruptly. “Why not try an easier way?”

With that, he pointed his sword at the tree.

“Tahu, no!” Gali cried.

But even as the words left her mouth, flames shot out of Tahu’s sword and enveloped the tree’s trunk. Withing seconds the fire had consumed the entire tree, burning it into black skeleton sprouting from a pile of cinders. Only the mask remained untouched by the flame, falling intact to the ground with a puff of embers.

Onua frowned as he picked up the mask. “He’ll set the whole forest ablaze!” he thought, as runaway flames licked at several neighboring trees.

Beside him, he saw Gali gesturing with her arms. A moment later, a drenching rain shower poured down over them, dousing all the fires.

“Thanks”, Tahu said, wiping rainwater from his mask. “I didn’t think the fire would spread.”

“Right.” Gali’s voice sounded almost cold enough to have come from Kopaka. “I suppose you also didn’t think about the birds who called that tree home, or the plants and animals that relied on it for shade. In other words, you didn’t think.”

With that, she turned and stalked off into the jungle.

*

As Takua re-entered the tunnel and observed the workers as they widened the entrance, he thought back to Jala, Captain of the Guard at Ta-Koro. What was it that he had said about the North March? Perhaps he could be of some assistance there. He followed the tunnel to Ta-Koro and sought out the Captain.

When he found him, his instincts were confirmed. “Stranger, have you heard?” he asked when Takua greeted him. “We're falling back. And the Toa have completely disappeared. My scouts delivered reports from the other villages today. The news is not good. The Rahi are closing on all sides, and their numbers are too great to count. After the fall of Tren Krom I completely lost contact with the North March. But we will not go quietly into the shadow of Makuta as long as the light and heat of the great Mangai still blazes! I know of one maneuver that none will expect. I only hope Vakama and the others will listen.”

“What news from the other villages?” Takua asked.

“You, at least, have seen some small victories, but Makuta's evil infection is still spreading throughout Mata Nui,” Jala said. “The other villages are holding on while they can. Onepu is so hard pressed; he can’t spare me even one Ussalry regiment! Not a single regiment!”

“What maneuver?” Takua queryd.

“It is imperative that the villages build fortifications and prepare for a final defense,” Jala confidesed in Takua. “I expect many Rahi to threaten the villages very soon. Vakama says the Toa are gathering at the Kini-Nui, at the center of the island. We must try to protect them while they fulfill their mission. The Turaga must each send heroes to help the Toa at Kini-Nui. The Makuta will not expect it. I must know what happened to North March. I have no warriors to spare, and you have proven resourceful and true. So I ask you: will you join the Guard?”

“I will join the Guard,” Takua replied. “What do you need me to do?”

“It warms me that you have chosen to accept our trust,” began Jala. “Vakama will be pleased. The North March is an icy pass where Ta-Wahi meets Ko-Wahi. The Ko-Koronans have been seen little during the past months, and heard from even less. But it may not be that they are troubled; silence has always been their way. The Guard has a small outpost there, only reachable by cablecar. They watch against Rahi from the frozen heights. They also keep watch on Ko-Koronans. I fear the servants of Makuta have taken all my scouts. Take this Ensign and show it to the sentry at the cablecar. He will let you through. Then, make contact with our scouts in North March and get a report for me on the Makuta's efforts in the mountains. Good luck, traveler.”

Takua bidded Jala goodbye and headed out for the perimeter of Ta-Koro. He ascended the many steps along the outer wall until he met the sentry.

“Only guards may pass,” he told Takua. Takua showed him his ensign. “You may pass,” he said. Ta-Koro guards were not exactly known for their stimulating conversation.

Takua climbed onto the cablecar and it whisked him up the mountain. It was quite a contrast in temperature as he moved from the fiery lava of Ta-Koro to the snowy clime of Ko-Wahi.

At the top of the cablecar run, he discovered a small hut. It appeared to be an abandoned outpost. Within the hut was a Heatstone. Takua felt foolish for not having thought to bring one himself. He picked it up and placed it in his backpack.

Outside the hut, there were footprints in the snow leading up the mountain. Having no other directions to Ko-Koro, Takua decided to follow them through the drifts.

He soon came across an astonishing sight. Some poor villager had been encased in ice! Takua took out the Heatstone to see if he could melt the villager out of the ice.

The villager named Kopeke quickly revived. He was startled to see Takua, and he ran away. Takua followed him. Kopeke appeared trapped at the base of a large drift when suddenly a door opened revealing an icy tunnel. He disappeared down the tunnel and Takua followed him once more.

Safely within the confines of the tunnel, Kopeke saw no need to continue to run away. He was examining himself in the reflection on the ice as Takua approached him. “Who are you?” Takua asked.

“Kopeke,” he answered.

Mindful of the task Jala had sent him on, Takua got straight to the point. “What happened to the Ta-Koronan Guard?”

“The Makuta led them into the ice, and I fear they will not return,” Kopeke answered. “Had you not come and saved me, I would be facing a similar fate.”

“Where am I?” Takua asked.

“I do not wish to be questioned,” said Kopeke. “If you seek answers, do so in Ko-Koro. There you will find meditation and contemplation. It is Turaga Nuju's way to think on all things, and from his Sanctum on Ihu's peak one can see far ahead and far behind. In Ko-Koro, we respect knowledge above all things. You must have great knowledge even to step foot within it. You are the one who seeks to chronicle this era, and so you will doubtless travel the icy drifts in search of answers. But true sight reveals many things, and knowing the future can be dangerous. That is your choice. Wisdom is ever the burden of the Turaga. I do not expect it from you.”

Kopeke returned to looking at the icy reflections on the wall. Takua discovered that he was not looking at himself. Rather, from his vantage point he could see both the cablecar and the hut. Perhaps he was a sentry, guarding this tunnel entrance.

Free to continue on to Ko-Koro, Takua continued to head farther into the tunnel. His progress was soon stopped however when he came to a locked gate.

The lock appeared to be controlled by the carved blocks of ice scattered about him on the floor. Each block displayed an image of a mask. Takua recognized a few: Toa Lewa’s mask, Turaga Matau’s mask, and Toa Pohatu’s mask. He also noted the symbols at the bottom of each column.

At first, Takua was not certain which blocks went where. But very soon he had figured it out and place the blocks in their different slots. The gate opened up to reveal the steps beyond. Takua continued on his way to Ko-Koro.

The path was precarious, what with all of the ice and snow and blowing wind. Takua was not alone out here however. Two guards stood duty outside the main entrance. They shook off their drifts of snow as they greeted Takua.

He entered what appeared to be the main building of Ko-Koro. There was a large pot over a fire in the center. A large mask overlooked the well-lit room. There were several villagers here. They appeared to be studying the writing on the wall. Takua interrupted the villager nearest to him.

“Welcome, traveler, to the Sanctum,” he said. “You may join us in our meditation if you wish. Nuju honors all wise Matoran that they may join in the Seeking. If you wish to speak with our Turaga, you must wait for Matoro to return. He is the only one that can translate Nuju's wisdom. Is there anything you wish to know?”

“What is the Seeking?” Takua asked.

“Written upon these walls and tablets are the great Prophecies,” he told Takua. “To understand even a fraction of what they speak takes years of meditation and patient decryption.”

Takua didn’t have years. He needed answers now. He pressed on. “Who is Nuju?”

“Nuju is the Turaga of Ko-Koro. His mediations reach into the past and into the future, and he has deciphered much of the ancient Prophecies. He has Visions. He does very little that is not significant in some way to the future of Mata Nui, and the Kanohi Matatu gives him the power to move objects by sheer force of will.”

Perhaps Nuju could give Takua the answers he sought. But this fellow said he would need Matoro to speak to him. “Where is Matoro?” he asked.

“Matoro is alone, hunting Rahi in the Drifts,” he replied. “You may seek him if you wish, but be warned: Ihu is not merciful, even to the Ko-Koronan.”

Suddenly, part of the wall gave way and another icy tunnel appeared.

“Take this passageway to enter into the Drifts. Matoro often leaves behind signal flags so that he does not get lost. If you follow them you may come to him.”

Takua thanked the villager and headed once more down an icy tunnel. When he arrived at the other end, he discovered one of Matoro’s signal flags and his footprints in the snow. He followed them as the snow began to fall heavily.

Soon, he was headed up the slippery, snow-covered slopes of Mount Ihu, following Matoro’s trail of red signal flags. Although cold and windy with falling snow, the path was not too difficult to follow at first.

Then suddenly, it striked. A blinding whiteout of a blizzard! Takua could hardly see his own hand in front of his face. Everywhere he turned, he could only see the white of the blowing snowstorm. Reluctantly, he pressed on in the hopes of finding Matoro.

He was so cold, and was beginning to tire from trudging through the thick drifts of snow. Had he seen that rock before? Was he going in circles? Ah, another signal flag up ahead! If he could just reach it.

Takua was thrilled to finally reach the bright red signal flag flapping vigorously in the wind. But where was Matoro? Which way to go? Takua’s victory was brief. He had to continue to search for Matoro in the blinding snow.

At first his spirits lift, as the signal flags were now easier to find. He moved from one to another, each time thinking that this would be the one that would bring him to Matoro. But each time he was disappointed.

And then, the signal flags were gone. There was nothing to see but snow, snow, and more snow. Takua was very tired now. So sleepy. At least he wasn’t cold anymore. He felt a warm sensation all over. He decided to take a brief rest.

All was dark as Takua closed his eyes. He was grateful to bid rid of the omnipresent white. He was dreaming. Words were floating through his head, racing away from him. And then a symbol floated before him. It grew larger as it cames closer to him. Closer, closer, closer.

Before he could figure out what the symbol meant, it disappeared and he heard someone speaking to him. “Energy…” he offered. Takua took it. “Rest…” he said. Takua closed his eyes once more.

When he awoke, he was in a cave. Matoro was nearby. Takua recognized him by the signal flag he carried. Before he could speak to him, Matoro was alerted to something outside. Perhaps he had trapped a Rahi. He left the cave. Takua had strength enough only to watch.

A tall stranger was barely visible on the horizon. But he was not responsible for tripping Matoro’s wire. No, certainly the very large and angry Rahi nearby had done that.

Matoro was caught off-guard, but raised his pickaxe to protect himself. It was of no consequence however as the Rahi easily swatted him into a snowbank. It appeared all was lost for Matoro as the Rahi moved in for the kill.

The Rahi’s attack was stopped though by the sudden appearance of Kopaka. He was armed with a sword and shield, and he was blocking the Rahi’s path. The Rahi striked out at Kopaka, but too late. Kopaka had quickly moved away.

As he turned to face the beast, Kopaka’s mask changed shape and, instantly, he was gone. The Rahi looked about for him, confused by his disappearance. Soon, the sound of sword striking Rahi armor echoed around them.

Kopaka retreated and circled around invisibly for another attack. His footprints in the snow gave him away however, and the Rahi striked. Kopaka was caught within the jaws of the beast, shaken, and thrown into a drift.

Kopaka reappeared from the drift. His mask changed again. As it did so, two more Kopakas appeared. They all looked exactly alike.

Now even more befuddled, the Rahi looked first from one Kopaka, then to the next, and then to the next as they backed him onto an overhang of cliff. The three Kopakas drew their swords together. Apparently surrounded with no chance of escape, the Rahi choosed his target and striked.

Unfortunately for the Rahi, he had chosen incorrectly. The Kopaka he attacked was but a chimera who merely shimmered and disappeared after the assault. The remaining two Kopaka thrust their swords into the ground, breaking off the overhang. The roar of the Rahi echoed mournfully as it plummeted downward into the swirling mists of snow.

Matoro, having regained his feet, walked up next to Kopaka and gazed over the cliff. No sooner had he done this than he was alone, for the other Kopaka’s mask has returned to its original form and his doppelganger was gone.

Some time later, they were safely back in the Sanctum. Kopaka, had left. Matoro was by Turaga Nuju’s side. Takua approached them both.

“I will translate Nuju's words for you, traveler,” said Matoro. “He has been watching you for a long time. Your role in Mata Nui’s destiny is more important than you know. Mata Nui sleeps, but you, like the Toa, shall be an agent of his awakening. Nuju knows that you wish to ask questions of him and he will answer them. When you are done, he wishes to ask a question of you. What questions do you wish to ask Nuju, traveler?”

“Where are the Toa?” Takua asked Nuju.

Nuju erupted in a string of beeps, clicks, and whistles. Matoro was listening intently and nodded his head.

“The Toa will unite and find more power in the joining,” Matoro translated. “They shall merge their skills, their knowledge, their wills to become Wisdom and Valor, named in prophecy Wairuha and Akamai. In these forms, they are the Toa Kaita. The Toa Kaita will, at last, confront the Makuta. During their absence, the people of Mata Nui must work together to protect their homes and all that they know. They will need great courage, for the Toa will not be here to protect them.”

“What will happen to Mata Nui?” Takua wondered aloud.

There were more clicks and whistles, and then Matoro continued. “Nuju says that you must understand this: that in creation, there is destruction. In destruction, there is rebirth. There is no such thing as void; all things are in flux. If the Toa triumph, Mata Nui will know great joy... and great change. The darkness will be dispelled, but we will have to guard our island well to ensure no other evil rises to take its place.”

Takua contemplated this for a while. When the silence became awkward, he reluctantly asked, “What question?”

“You are the one that will guide the Matoran,” Matoro translated after Nuju’s flurry of sounds. “But only if you have learned what was necessary to learn during your travels. With the Toa Kaita beneath the earth, the Matoran must fortify their villages and brace for a great battle. There must also be created an alliance, a small group assembled from whomever the Turaga can spare, to help the Toa on their final quest.”

“Nuju's question is this: To what place shall you lead the alliance?”

This was an unanticipated question. Takua had thought perhaps Nuju would ask him to do something. Instead, he was telling what he was to do testing him to see if he was up to the task.

Takua considered all of the places he had seen on his journey. He thought hard upon where an alliance could do the most good. Then suddenly it came to him. He knew where they had to go, and he told Turaga Nuju.

Nuju nodded his head in the affirmative. “So be it,” said Matoro. “Nuju believes that you are the one who can accomplish this task. Take this message to all the Turaga of the villages, and they can begin their fateful preparations. Nuju believes in you, adventurer.”

*

Kopaka, Lewa, and Pohatu traveled towards a Kaukau (Pohatu’s second-to-last mask). Once Lewa and the rest discovered Pohatu’s next mask, the Toa of Air suggested to jump over the trench and in order acquire it. Kopaka strongly disagreed because of the nearby Nui-Jaga which was wandering throughout the crevasse, but Pohatu allied with Lewa's plan. Before Kopaka could stop him, the Toa of Air launched himself across, using his powers over the wind to carry him. He obtained the mask, and used his Miru to safely levitate back towards his brothers.

*

At some point the Toa collected the Makoki Stones.

The last mask to be obtained was Tahu’s Mask of Waterbreathing. The six Toa united and removed the infected mask of a Rahi on the lower slopes on Mount Ihu and got the mask. Tahu put the mask on, laughing with triumph. The Toa then decided to go to the Kini-Nui to begin their final confrontation with Makuta himself.

*

Takua took Nuju’s message and set out to fulfill the task.

Once clear of the Sanctum, he took out the flute from Le-Koro. If he was to travel to all the Turaga, I would need to do so quickly. He played the new flutesong, and looked to the skies. Soon, as promised, a Kahu bird appeared, ready to fly him anywhere on the island. Takua decided to start with Turaga Vakama in Ta-Koro. But first, he had to deliver some bad news to a friend.

“So,” said Jala. “It is as I feared. My North March scouts have been taken by the Makuta. There may still be hope for them. They will not be forgotten.”

Takua left a somber Jala and took Nuju’s message to Vakama. “Thank you, adventurer, for showing this to me,” Vakama said after seeing the message. “You are as noble as your reputation, and as resourceful.”

The other Turaga conveyed similar sentiments to Takua when he presented them with Nuju’s message. Soon, all had been alerted, and Takua headed back to Ko-Koro to tell Nuju it is so.

Before he reached Nuju though, he came suddenly upon Kapura. He would’ve sworn he was not there a moment ago. He looked very out-of-place in the snowy white of Ko-Koro.

He greeted Takua. “Hello. You are the Chronicler. I have been looking for you. Vakama wishes to speak with you.”

“Where is Vakama?” Takua asked.

“Vakama is in Ta-Koro,” Kapura replied.

Well, Takua had just been in Ta-Koro delivering Nuju’s message. Why did he not tell him then? Perhaps he realized he needed to finish delivering Nuju’s message to the other Turaga first. “What does Vakama want?” Takua asked.

“I know only that it is a matter of great urgency,” said Kapura.

“How did you get here?” Takua queryed.

“It is as Vakama said. I practiced, and became skilled. I now know the secret art of traveling great distances by moving very slowly. It is a small matter for me to be wherever I am not. It is a useful skill. You should go to Vakama now,” he urged. “It is important.”

Takua agreed to go.

“I am to accompany you,” said Kapura. “Let us go together.”

The two Matoran rode the cablecar together down the mountain to Ta-Koro and then walked into Vakama’s hut.

Vakama greeted them. “Chronicler, it is good of you to come. And thank you, Kapura, for fulfilling your mission so quickly. I see that you have indeed gained skill. The Toa have left for the Kini-Nui, to begin their final quest. We must help them, but our villages are beset by Rahi on all sides. I ask that you pursue a mission of grave importance.”

“What are the Toa doing?” Takua asked.

“The Toa have begun their quest to destroy the Makuta, and bring light and happiness back to Mata Nui. They have recovered the Golden Kanohi, and are on route to Kini-Nui. In the temple is a passage through which they will enter the Makuta's dark realm. Once inside, the Makuta will attempt to destroy them, and they will be beset by Manas: unimaginable horrors that guard his domain. They will face these fearsome challenges as the Toa Kaita, and there will be great battle.”

“The Toa are much stronger than I!” Takua protested. “How can I be of help to them?”

“The Makuta is treacherous,” said Vakama. “I believe he knows the Toa are coming, and is massing Rahi to attack the Kini-Nui after the Toa have passed through. I fear he will attempt to seal the Toa in his underworld, imprisoning them there forever. Or, worse, should the Toa attempt to flee, he will set the Rahi to ambush them as they emerge through the passage. With the horrible Manas in front and the Rahi behind, the Toa are caught in a vice that will assuredly crush them.”

Takua pondered this for a moment, and then asked reluctantly, “What is my mission?”

“You must defend the Kini-Nui against the Rahi while the Toa are underground,” replied Vakama. “I know you are brave and resourceful, but even you cannot do this alone. You must assemble a fellowship. Of my left and right hands, Jala should remain here to command his Guard and defend Ta-Koro. My left hand is Kapura, who is with you now. He will go. He may seem slow and strange to you, but his simple words often carry a hidden wisdom. Go first to the other villages. They are besieged, but I have talked with the Turaga. I'm certain that they can all spare at least one Matoran to aid in this task. Once your Company has been gathered, you must travel to the Kini-Nui. Its road begins where the river ends at Ga-Koro, and falls from a great height. This mission is vital. The Toa, and indeed all of Mata Nui, need you now.”

Although not eager to begin this task, Takua sensed that their conversation here was over and he bidded Vakama goodbye.

“May Mata Nui smile on you and your party, Chronicler,” Vakama said as they left. “We shall face our own hardships here, but they will bear better knowing you have sped on your task.”

Kapura and Takua first rode the cablecar back to Ko-Koro to speak with Turaga Nuju. Matoro was still at his side.

“Nuju is pleased that you have delivered the messages, Chronicler,” Matoro translated. “Now Fate is upon us; Rahi have come out of the Drifts like a storm, and press against our walls! He sees that you are seeking a hero to join your Company. The Ko-Koronans try to stay out of the affairs of others, but this time they have no choice but to act. Nuju says to find Kopeke, his left hand. He dwells in a cave near the cablecar. Kopeke will not offer great company, for he is hard and likes solitude; but you will find that what he lacks in cheer is made up for with strength and skill. He is our greatest sportsman, and also the most skilled in ice-craft. In his hands, a block of ice can become like anything in imagination, from a delicate crystal flower to a gleaming statue of Kopaka, perfect in every detail.”

Takua thanked Nuju for his time, then Kapura and he headed back toward the cablecar, for they had passed Kopeke without stopping on the way there. This time, they stopped.

“Will you join my party and come to Kini-Nui?” Takua asked Kopeke.

“I will come,” was his reply.

The three of them took the cablecar down to Ta-Koro and then headed through the tunnel to Le-Koro. There, at the bottom of the tree, they met one of the villagers. They heard him sniff, as if he were crying.

“Oh – hello,” he greeted them. “Matau Singer and Kongu Pilot, uptree they are. Rama-swarm threatens and all good Le-Koronans fly defense. Highbranch home locked and protected. Downtree guard am I, set here because... I fly not.”

With no way up to the top of the tree, Takua appeared to have no other choice than to seek help from this fellow. “Will you join our Company?” he asked.

“Join I will!” he replied eagerly. “Highbranch home safely guarded, no Rahi approach through brush, only from sky! I am Tamaru, highfly Vinesman and deepwood Wayfinder! Of great help to you can I be!”

Takua was not so certain of that, as he seemed to recall that Tamaru was the villager who fell out of the tree and onto his head when he first came to Le-Koro. Be that as it may, the four of them headed back to the tunnel and on to Onu-Koro to speak with Turaga Whenua.

“I have been expecting you, traveler,” Whenua greeted them. “You are here to find Matoran that might join your quest. It is a hard choice, since the Rahi have been massing underground, and will attack us at any moment! Onepu is brave and strong, and would be the best choice. But he and his Ussalry regiments are needed to defend the caves. Taipu, instead, should go. He is not, perhaps, the brightest Lightstone in Onu-Koro, but his strength is equaled only by his heart. With all the work that goes on here, it is dangerous to let any go with you – let alone our strongest digger. But Taipu has spoken of nothing but you and adventure since his visit to Le-Koro, and so I feel it would be wrong to keep him here. You may take Taipu. He is in the Great Mine, hard at work, as usual.

Taipu was indeed in the Great Mine, but Takua would not say that he was hard at work. His mind most certainly did seem to be elsewhere.

“It’s you!” exclaimed Taipu when he saw the group. “Are we to go on another adventure together?” he asked. “I would like that very much. Mata Nui is truly a wondrous place. I should like to see more of it!”

“Will you join our Company?” Takua asked.

“Yes, I will join you!” was his enthusiastic reply.

They all headed back to Onu-Koro and then out toward Po-Koro to speak to Turaga Onewa.

“Hello again, Chronicler,” Onewa greeted them. “It seems that dark times have fallen again across my village. Nui-Jaga, and worse, are secretly massing in the deserts outside town. I fear that even the great skill of our stone-workers cannot fashion walls high enough to defend us. But we must try. I have heard of your mission. You are seeking Matoran to join your Company. These are trying times, and it is hard to part with even my least able craftsmen, but nonetheless I know of the importance of your task. Huki I would send, but he is still recovering from his illness, and he is sorely needed here besides. So instead take my left-hand, Hafu. Hafu is very proud, and does not always listen to wise counsel, but his digging and stone-craft are matched by none in Po-Koro. Take him with you. Doubtless he is out in the desert, caring for the waysigns on the road, and seeing that no harm comes to his masterworks.”

Hafu was indeed caring for the waysigns. The group passed him on their way into the village. They headed back out to speak to him.

“I'm not giving any carving lessons today,” he said, misunderstanding their intent. “Don't you know there are Rahi about? If you want to see my artwork, you should do so in Po-Koro. It is safer there, although I do not know for how long. Please don't bother me. I have to finish my masterpiece before the Rahi attack.”

The group explain what they were doing and asked him to join their Company.

“So, you have need of my great skills,” Hafu boasted. “Who am I to deny fame and glory, even if I do not last to see it? I will join your Company.”

The six of them set off for the beach of Po-Wahi. From there they took the boat to Ga-Koro to speak with Turaga Nokama.

“Hello again, adventurer,” said Nokama when she saw the group lead by Takua. “It is nice to see you, even though trouble often walks alongside you. Even now, the waters are filled with horrible Rahi, bent on our destruction! I confess I have feared your arrival. Kotu and Maku are very dear to me, so I am sorry to send them with you on such a dangerous mission. It is harder even to choose which one I would rather see go. Kotu, I think, needs to stay here with me and maintain the village's defense. So it is Maku, my right hand, which you should take. She has been told to stay in her hut until now, and her love of Huki and adventure has made it a hard punishment. I fear her cheer at being allowed to go outside will blind her to the dangers of your task. Yet, she is good with boats, and her agility and acrobatic training makes her a valuable warrior! The way to the Kini-Nui lies behind the waterfall near our village. It is likely that Maku can find a boat to get through the falls. You will find her in her hut.”

“Hello, Chronicler!” said Maku when the group stopped by her hut. “I heard Huki was sick, and that you helped him become better. Thank you! I mean... that is, I'm sure the Po-Koronans are glad to have him back. I wish Nokama would let me go visit Huki, but the Rahi are going to attack again, and everyone is building barricades around the village.”

“Will you join our party?” Takua asked.

“Yes, I will come with you!” was Maku’s eager reply. “It will be good to go out on adventures again!”

The party of misfits was complete. They walked to the beach and headed toward the waterfall. Takua had seen it before, but others of his Company had not.

“This land is a place of beauty, and also of sadness. There is no greater craftsman than Mata Nui!” said Hafu.

“The waterfall is so beautiful! Like a million Lightstones tossed in the air!” added Taipu.

“Vakama says the road to the Kini-Nui lies on the other side of those falls,” said Kapura.

“I can swim, if we need to cross the falls,” said Tamaru. “But I'm not sure about the others.”

“By Pohatu!” exclaimed Hafu. “Horrid stuff, water. I wouldn't swim in it if the Makuta himself were at my back, and don't know how besides!”

“I can help us cross!” said Maku. “I used to go boating here, in safer times. If it's weathered the storms, my canoe is still hidden in the bushes along the bank.”

Maku found her boat among the bushes and motions for the rest to help put it into the water. They all boarded, and Maku steered them into the waterfall. Behind it was an underground stream.

They traveled the underground waterway inland until they emerged from the tunnel and reached green, forested hills. This was clearly an ancient path. They came upon a bridge that appeared to have given way. Takua didn’t know how they could continue.

“That's odd,” said Maku. “There used to be a bridge here... what can have happened to it?”

“Whether by storm or some darker force, the bridge that stood here is gone for good. Not even I can craft a new one!” proclaimed Hafu.

“When I stand at the edge and look down, it makes me dizzy,” added Taipu unhelpfully.

“Perhaps a flying Le-Koronan can figure a way across,” hinted Maku.

Tamaru thought quickly. In no time at all, he had fashioned a rope of vine and tied it to a nearby tree. He then hurled himself out over the chasm and swung up to the other side. He landed in a bush, but he signaled that he was OK. He secured the rope, and one by one they worked their way to the other side. When all were safely across, they continued down the pathway through the dense forest.

The chatter among the Company was cheerful and upbeat.

“With such Company, Makuta-beasts have much to fear!” said.

“It is good to be on an adventure with you again!” said Maku. “I thought Nokama would keep me locked up in the village forever.”

“Are we there yet?” asked Taipu.

“If you practice, you can move quickly,” replied Kapura.

As the trees began to clear, it became apparent that another obstacle had been strewn across their path. Where there was once a passage through the rocky hills, they now reached a wall of fallen rocks and stone.

“I came this way once,” said Maku, “and this rockslide was not here. Something calls forth the very earth to block our path! This is a fell sign.”

“My stonecraft is great indeed, Chronicler! I can cut through these stones,” said Hafu. “But I should also need great skill at digging, such as Taipu possesses.”

“Digging in rock is what the Onu-Koronans do best,” said Taipu proudly. “I will clear a route with your help.”

Taipu quickly began clearing rocks as Hafu set about cutting away the stone. They worked quickly and a large cloud of dust surrounded them as they did so.

“Another Hafu original,” proclaimed Hafu as the dust settles. The Company was surprised to see an enormous statue of Hafu standing next to the newly opened pass. They admired it for but a moment, and were once again on their way.

Their trip took them higher up into the snow-capped mountains. They came upon a large, stone carving of a face.

“This is the portal to the Kini-Nui,” said Maku. “On the other side lies our destination! But I fear our long journey is for nothing, for our astrologer has spoken of these gates.”

“These gates are ancient, and fashioned by a hand whose skill rivals even my own,” said Hafu. “I have not much hope for any who try trespass without the key. Perhaps Kopeke can wield some ice-lore to get us past this place?”

Kopeke, who had had little to say on the journey, did not speak now either, but instead set to work. He carefully examined the lock in the mouth of the face. He traveled a short way to an icy drift. The sun had melted large icicles onto its lip. He broke one off and began crafting a key.

The key fit perfectly into the lock and the door opened swiftly. They were free to pass through the portal. On the other side, deep in a protected green valley, was Kini-Nui. They climbed down to the valley and crossed the woods to the temple.

Meanwhile, at the Kini-Nui, the Toa Mata placed their Kanohi on their statues, which were carved into the Kini-Nui. Each Toa's set of masks combined to form a Golden Kanohi. These Kanohi contained all of the powers of the six Great Masks. They stood at the Kini-Nui for a final gathering before going down to defeat Teridax and discussed plans.

“This is where we begin our final task,” said Tahu. “If any of you question our choice, or doubt our chances if we work together, speak now!”

“I have doubted you in the past, Tahu,” replied Kopaka, “but no more. I think I speak for all of us when I say that our only hope is to work together. So I cast my sword with yours, if you will have it.”

“I will have it gladly, Kopaka,” affirmed Tahu. “You are all in assent?”

All of the Toa nodded their heads in agreement.

“Then it is decided!” proclaimed Tahu. “Together, the Makuta cannot resist us!”

“Wait, Tahu!” Lewa interjected. “Have you given no thought to our return? If the Rahi attack the Temple while we are below, how can we escape?”

“I do not know the answer to that question, Lewa,” replied Tahu, and he hung his head. “So grim is this task, that I have not thought it much use to consider anything beyond our meeting with the Makuta.”

“Hold!” shouted Onua. “There is an intruder among us!” Onua turned and looked upon the Company of Matoran approaching. “But … what is this?”

“Stay your claws, Onua!” Gali urged. “It is the Chronicler, and his Company! Little one, you are brave indeed, to have come all this way,” Gali said as she turned to the group. “And I see you have gathered help from all the villages around! Tahu, it is as I hoped,” continued Gali. “These Matoran can guard the Kini-Nui while we descend, and see that no Rahi attacks us from behind.”

“The Rahi are fearsome,” said Lewa. “May their hearts prove greater than their size would suggest!”

“In truth it is said that great power can be found in small packages…” said Pohatu, “and that aid can come from places least expected. And besides, we have few options.”

“So be it,” said Tahu. “Chronicler, it is your doom to remain here, and guard the Kini-Nui at all costs. This deed will be remembered as long as any remain to sing of it!”

“Friends,” Tahu said to the other Toa, “we have much to do and little time. Let's go!”

Tahu and the other Toa moved away toward the temple. Gali stood behind for a moment to address Takua.

“Before I go, Chronicler,” said Gali, “know that there is a bond between us. Your struggles and those of your friends will be much to bear. I shall be with you in heart. Look for me in your dreams. I will come to you then, and speak to you of the things we see underground. Remember them. Goodbye! And do not let the Temple fall!”

With that, Gali and the other Toa ascended the steps of the Temple. They gathered in a circle at the top. Their masks changed color to gold. They each hold out a fragment of stone.

The pieces of stone levitated out over the center of the Temple and then joined together to form a ball. As they did so, the Temple opened up and the Toa descended into its gaping maw.

As the Company waited, Takua took stock of each one’s strengths and weaknesses.

“Fire-Matoran always fare well against Muaka and Ice Rahi,” said Kapura. “It is Water-Rahi, Tarakava and Nui-Rama, that we fear.”

“Onu-Koro always fares well against Water Rahi such as Nui-Rama and Water Tarakava,” said Taipu. “But we fear the swift Nui-Kopen of Air!”

“The Nui-Kopen are beasts of Air and cannot resist my mighty strength!” bragged Hafu. “Muaka and other Ice Rahi are sometimes a challenge.”

“All Jagas feared by Le-Koro!” said Tamaru. “Send me instead against Earth-beast Kuma-Nui, and victory will I bring!”

“Like Le-Koronans, we of Ice fear the fiery Kofo-Jaga,” said Kopeke. “But we easily crack the hard Nui-Jaga and Sand Tarakava, beasts of Stone!”

“My people have always fought best against Fire Rahi, such as the Kofo-Jaga,” said Maku. “But the Earth-Rahi Kuma-Nui is hard for us to battle.”

The Company had no time to consider the fate of the Toa, for there was a cry of “Here come the Rahi!” and they were ambushed by a Nui-Rama. All of their brave little Company assembled to protect the Temple. Each Matoran let fly disc after disc until the Rahi was defeated. Then all went dark for Takua. This was a vision of what was transpiring below. 

Upon entering the gate to Mangaia, the Toa fused into the two Toa Kaita.

“It is here that we join. Spirit of Valor, hear me!”

Tahu, Pohatu, and Onua joined to become one. “I – am – Akamai!” he said.

Gali, Lewa, and Kopaka also joined together. “Spirit of Wisdom, hear me!” he said. “I – am – Wairuha!”

“So, Wairuha, you are joined,” said Akamai. “Let us now choose a path and go into the darkness to face our destiny, … be it good or ill.”

“Our way lies not together, Akamai,” replied Wairuha. “We must face what evils are before us alone. I choose this road. You take the other. With luck we will come together again, at the gates of Mangaia!”

With that, the two Toa Kaita parted ways as two more eyes in the darkness awakened and followed one of them...

Another fierce battle with the Rahi at the Kini-Nui ensued. There were more of them this time, but the Company fought hard and held their ground.

“Stay here!” Kapura counselled. “We can fall back, but not far. If they push us back over the Kini-Nui, all will be lost. We must win against the Rahi!”

“Stop them here,” Kopeke agreed. “It is here the Toa will return to, though it may be days. We must not fall back from here, whatever the cost.”

The battle began anew. Discs were flying furiously. The Rahi battled long and hard, but ultimately the Matoran were victorious.

Meanwhile Akamai stumbled upon a group of Manas that began advancing on him...

Another cry rang out on the surface. Even more Rahi descended upon the Matoran. The Company chattered among themselves, trying to keep their spirits up.

“Stonecraft requires great dexterity!” said Hafu, more to the Rahi than to his comrades. “When I take aim, I hit my mark! And my strength, too, is to be reckoned with!”

“Whenua says I am the strongest in all of Onu-Koro,” added Taipu. “I just wish the Rahi would stand still!”

“In battle I am quick, Chronicler, and can often strike quickdodge Rahi,” said Tamaru. “Highjump and lowduck I do too! Strike lightly but often!”

“In Ga-Koro we train in acrobatics,” said Maku. “I am quick enough to send against the fastest Rahi! In battle it is skill I rely on, rather than strength.”

“Slow I am, and quick,” said Kapura. “Engaged, it is hard to avoid the blows of Rahi, or strike at the masks of the quick ones. But I travel instantly. I can go far without tiring, if it is your will, Chronicler.”

“We of Ko-Koro are balanced in strength and agility,” said Kopeke. “Only hardy Matoran can withstand the wind and ice of Ko-Koro. These Rahi will find me tough to overcome.”

“Some of these Rahi are very big!” noted Maku. “If they manage to strike me I may not withstand it. But they will find that hard to do!”

“Rahi are strong, hardluck have I lest quickdodge save me,” said Tamaru.

“Like the great statues of Po-Koro I stand!” bragged Hafu. “I am not as stout as Taipu, perhaps, but far more clever!”

“A long time ago many rocks fell on my head,” said Taipu. “That did not hurt much. Neither do these Rahi.”

Greatly battered and nearing exhaustion, Takua’s Company repelled the latest assault by the Rahi. Takua had no time to rest before he was overcome by darkness once more.

Wairuha was beset by the horrible Manas. He fended off a frontal assault, but he was caught unaware by an attack from behind. A Manas striked him a mighty blow, and Wairuha fell to the floor.

Once more the Rahi came at Kini-Nui. The Company had no more energy for talking. Discs were flying once more. They fought hard, but it was not going well. Several of their company had lost their masks and had to retreat. Finally, the Rahi had had enough, and they also retreated.

Then out of the forests they came. From all around they came. The Rahi surrounded the Company.

“It's horrible,” said Maku.

“There must be hundreds of Rahi out there,” noted Hafu.

“We're doomed, doomed!” added Taipu.

“I will stand with you Chronicler, no matter what,” said Kapura.

“I shall never see sing-song Le-Koro ever again. Oh, woe!” mourned Tamaru. And then he pointed to the sky and shouted. “Here they come!”

Suddenly, the Nui-Rama that was about to swoop down upon him was struck. Its mask fell to the ground at their feet.

“Look to the sky!” cried Tamaru. “Kongu! It's Kongu!”

The Kahu riders of Le-Koro came to the rescue! And they were not alone. From the depths of the ground sprang forth Onepu and his regiments of Ussalry. And then Jala appeared along with his Guard from behind a ridge. They let fly with a barrage of discs. Takua felt triumph, but then the darkness overtook him again.

Meanwhile Wairuha got back up on his feet. Another Manas leapt at Wairuha, but Akamai had arrived and swatted it away. The victory was minor however. The two Toa Kaita were clearly outnumbered.

“This, then, is how it ends, Wairuha,” said Akamai.

“For these monsters also, Akamai!” replied Wairuha. “We will not go down without a fight!”

Another Manas striked, and Wairuha was knocked backward into a small metallic tower, destroying it. Sparks flew, and then one of the Manas went limp.

“Wairuha, wait!” shouted Akamai. “These strange towers … maybe …”

Soon, the two Toa Kaita were carving up control towers left and right. As they did so, the Manas went dark and collapses. Eventually, all of the Manas were lying lifeless on the floor.

“We have survived!” declared Akamai.

“For now,” Wairuha replied. “We were lucky. Wisdom provides only when valor is in its service.”

The two Toa Kaita moved toward a large, engraved door. It opened at their approach and they walked through it.

“I feel … strange,” said Akamai. “Feels like – being torn apart!”

And with that, the two Toa Kaita fell. In their place, the six Toa soon stood.

“What has happened?” asked Tahu.

Gali answered. “The spirit of Makuta … is the spirit of destruction. This is his inner realm. The Toa Kaita cannot exist here.”

“The Manas nearly destroyed the Toa Kaita,” fretted Pohatu. “And the Makuta is ten times greater than they. What hope do we have?”

“The Toa Kaita merely gave physical form to the force of our unity,” Gali said. “We still possess it, in our hearts.”

“But the Toa Kaita's wisdom and valor were unmatched,” Lewa interjected.

“Where wisdom and valor fail,” replied Tahu, “all that remains is faith. And it can overcome all. Gali is right. We must go on.”

All of the Toa nodded in agreement.

“Heed us, Chronicler!” Gali is addressed Takua. “We step, now, through the gates of doom! Our link is broken. If you wish to fulfill your destiny, and record the last moments of this time, … you must find us.”

And then her eyes narrowed and she stareed hard at him. “FIND US!” she implored.

“Chronicler, wake up!” Takua struggled to open his eyes. Was that Maku talking to him? “Please wake up!” she said.

The battle for Kini-Nui was over. The Rahi were gone and the Matoran were victorious. The Company surrounded Takua, congratulating each other on their good fortune.

“Rahi disappear, and Matau confused,” said Kongu, explaining their arrival at Kini-Nui. “Thought: Rahi fallback here, to destroy Kini-Nui. So fastfly we come, to aid!”

“The Kini-Nui is safe now,” said Jala. “I think, though, that this day's trials are far from over. The Toa are still underground.”

“Something strange has happened in Onu-Koro,” said Onepu as Takua turned around. “Whenua says you should come there, and quickly. But not on foot. Take Puku! She followed us all the way here. I think she has been looking for you.”

Puku did look eager to greet him. “OK, girl,” Takua said. “Let's go!”

Meanwhile in Mangaia, when the Toa entered the main chamber, they encountered a huge void that seemed to fill the chamber. Suddenly Teridax's voice boomed throughout the room, taunting and ridiculing the Toa. When the voice silenced, six shadow forms appeared in front of the Toa, each matching one of the Toa's shapes. Jumping into combat, the Toa battled the Shadow Toa. Though the heroes fought an extremely even match, they slowly began to weaken. When the Toa realized no one could defeat their own shadow counterpart, they acknowledged the shadow was a part of them. In doing so the Toa were able to re-absorb their counterparts, thus ending their threat. Afterwards the Toa proceeded into Teridax's lair.

Takua and Puku quickly arrived in Onu-Koro. It was good that Puku knew the way, for the tunnels had been barricaded. Takua sought out Whenua.

“You are safe, Chronicler,” Whenua greeted him. “That is good. The Prophesies, then, are still truthful. They say Gali has called on you. There has been a disturbance in the Great Mine. The Golden Mask you discovered has disappeared, and a passage has opened there. My workers are too afraid to go near it. We believe it is another entrance to the Makuta's lair. It is your destiny to find the Toa, Chronicler, no matter what the outcome. I hope you have the courage to face it.”

There was nothing else to say. Takua bidded Whenua goodbye, and then he headed for the Great Mine. He, too, hoped he had the courage to face his destiny.

When he reached the bottom of the Great Mine, the Golden Mask was indeed gone. Takua could now approach the pedestal.

When he pushed the button, the pedestal disappeared into the floor. Suddenly, the walls retracted far away from him. Now the floor itself was descending swiftly, down, down into the darkness below. It stopped when Takua reached the floor of a large, dark chamber.

He worked his way forward, past the damaged towers and the lifeless Manas, toward the large, open doorway.

Through the doorway, Takua saw them. All six Toa had assembled around a swirling vortex of debris.

“Makuta!” shouted Tahu. “We have come!”

From the unseen depths of the chamber, a small Matoran stepped forward.

“What?!” exclaimed Tahu in disbelief.

“I have been waiting for you,” said the Matoran as he stepped into the light. He was covered from head to toe in pockmarks, corrosion, and ooze.

“But you – you are –,” objected Tahu.

“I am that which you are sworn to protect,” said the Matoran.

“Tahu, it's a trick!” interjected Kopaka. “We must destroy him!”

“Destroy me?” said the Matoran defiantly. “You cannot destroy me. No more than you can destroy the sea, or the wind. Or … the void.”

“You are like the sea?” objected Gali. “The sea bears life! The sea bore us!”

“I bore you,” said the Matoran. “For I am Nothing. And out of Nothing, you came. And it is into Nothing that you will go. I stand with Mata Nui, side by side. I am his brother. The people of the world are builders. But look into their hearts … and you will find that they also have the power to destroy. I am that power. I am destruction. And I WILL destroy you.”

“But …” said Tahu, still not believing, “you are but a Matoran!”

“You expected something else?” asked Makuta. “Something like THIS?!”

And as he said this, Makuta transformed himself, joining with the swirling debris. He reached out with long twisting arms to swat away the Toa, one by one. Even the protective forces of the Hau mask could not protect Onua as Makuta's arms approached him from behind and took him unaware.

“Our only hope is to work together!” shouted Tahu over the now-roaring sound of the vortex.

Tahu brought the full force of fire upon Makuta in a swirling inferno of flame. Kopaka likewise let loose a stream of swirling ice. Gali directed a twisting torrent of water at Makuta. Lewa unleashed a vortex of his own in a strong gust of air. Onua summoned forth a blast of earth that reached the Makuta at the same time as a mighty shockwave issued forth from Pohatu's stomping foot. The converging forces of all six Toa were too much for Makuta to bear.

“You cannot destroy me,” said Makuta defiantly. “For I am Nothing.”

And with that, the vortex collapses and Makuta was gone. It appeared that the Toa had completed their task, for they were now being transported, one by one, out of the chamber.

“But – what has happened to the Chronicler?” asked Gali. And then she too was transported away.

Takua peeked out from behind the now-lifeless pile of debris. There was a door at the other side of this chamber and it opened. Takua stepped through it.

The Bohrok Awake

Although weakened, Teridax still lived. He then faked the signal of awakening of the Bohrok in order to make them rampage on Mata Nui.

Inside the chamber Takua discovered a room that stretched endlessly in each direction. The wall was not solid, but was instead a collection of stacked pods. He moved closer to get a look into one of the pods.

*

The creature deep in slumber, felt the trembling of the earth.

It awoke. This time, there was no mistake.

It is time.

As the thunderous vibrations rocked the cave, another creature stirred, and another. Dozens upon hundreds upon thousands.

They shook off their long, deep sleep. Energy poured through them, along with absolute knowledge. Their duty waited. It was time.

“It must be cleaned. It is time. Clean it all. It is time. All obstacles will be removed. Clean it all. It must be cleaned. It is time.”

*

As Takua gazed into the pod to see what was inside, he noticed something moving as if awakening from a very long sleep. Suddenly, it looked right at Takua and he got a funny feeling that perhaps he should not be there. The creature came bursting out of its pod and faced Takua. As Takua turned and ran, he heard another. And another. And another …

He ran as fast as he could away from the creatures, desperately trying to find a way out of these chambers and back to the surface. Then he saw it: a golden device with a missing piece. He knew that piece! He had it in my backpack.

He searched desperately his backpack for it. No, not the flute. Not the Heat Stone or the letter or the ensign. Ah, here it was! The golden chisel!

Takua placed the chisel into the device. He was instantly surrounded by a bubble of energy and lifted from the floor just as the creatures converged upon him. He floated up, upward out of the chamber. Then he was whisked swiftly along a dark tunnel. A door opened up ahead, and Takua was spit out upon a beach.

Takua was back where he had started this adventure. Vakama was there, watching the water and waiting for him. Takua went to him.

“So. You have surprised us again, Chronicler,” said Vakama. “We feared your courage led you to a final adventure. But it seems you may have many more in the future. You seem afraid. I know what you saw in that cave. Our Prophesies said the Makuta's defeat would end our troubles. But the Prophesies have changed. Something yet darker looms ahead of us. But for now, put these thoughts from your mind. There are many reasons for the people of Mata Nui to rejoice! When we first met, and you found my mask – and my Firestaff – and indeed fulfilled requests for all the Turaga – you were thought to be an outcast. No Matoran travels from village to village, having adventures. The people of Ta-Koro did not trust you and feared your adventurous ways. They were certain it would bring us ill luck. But you have proven us all wrong, Takua. You stand like the Toa among Mata Nui's greatest heroes. Come! Let us leave this windy beach and return to the light and heat of Ta-Koro. Many friends await you there.”

Takua looked up into the night sky. The red star had moved into its final position from the telescope panels. And then the sky erupted with many beautiful colors as fireworks went off in celebration. After adventuring for do long, Takua felt good to be going home.

*

At the victory party at Ta-Koro, a horde of Pahrak and Kohrak attacked Ta-Koro. The Matoran all hid, but Kapura was driven mad, and ran to get the Toa, while muttering 'Bohrok' again and again.

*

At Kini-Nui, the Toa  couldn’t control their joy. Finally! Out of the darkness of the tunnels, safe from Makuta and his minions, free to enjoy the sunlight and the beauty of the island!

They were celebrating when Onua suddenly sensed the ground tremble beneath him. “Quiet”, he ordered adruptly, raising a hand to the other Toa.

Tahu, Lewa and Gali paused and glanced at him. “What is it?” Lewa asked eagerly. “Do you feel something? Hear something? Is it Mata Nui awakening, do you think?” The Toa had never forgotten their ultimate goal: to awaken the spirit of Mata Nui. Now that Makuta and his Rahi had been vanquished, there seemed to be nothing standing in their way.

“I don’t know”, Onua frowned, focusing his mind on the earth below him. Now it came again – a shudder, as if the entire island were shifting in its sleep. Was it Mata Nui emerging?

The next tremble was stronger. “Whoa!” Gali shouted. “Brothers, if this is Mata Nui, I fear he’s in a very bad mood!”

The earth shuddered again, with a grinding of stone against stone and the creak and roar of falling trees and tumbling rocks. Onua braced himself against a nearby swell and closed his eyes as yet another spasm shook the land. Could this be Mata Nui? Or had they awakened someone – or something – else?

“Look!” Pohatu, Toa of Stone, shouted, pointing at a figure revealed by the falling trees. “It’s one of Tahu’s villagers!”

Tahu leaped forward, surprised to find anyone from his fiery village of Ta-Koro so far from home. The Matoran was lying on the ground, his legs trapped by a fallen tree branch. He seemed stunned, and was muttering one word over and over.

Quickly freeing the villager, Tahu leaned closer, trying to hear him. “Speak!” he said. “What brings you so far from Ta-Koro?”

The villager was still babbling, not making any sense.

“What’s he saying?” Gali asked.

The Matoran seemed unaware of the Toa’s presence. He stared blindly ahead, his eyes cloudy with terror.

“Bohrokbohrokbohrokbohrok”, he muttered tonelessly.

“What?” Pohatu stepped closer, looking confused. “What is it? What’s he saying?”

“Little brother!” Lewa said loudly, touching the Matoran on the shoulder. “What is it? What’s wrong? We’re here to help you.”

The Matoran didn’t react. He hardly seemed to pause for breath as he babbled on in the same rapid, frightened voice. “Bohrokbohrokbohrokbohrok...”

“What’s he saying?” Pohatu repeated.

“One word, over and over”, Tahu reported. “Bohrok. I must return to Ta-Koro immediately.

“We’ll go, Tahu”, Gali spoke up.

Onua nodded. “If there is a threat to your village, it is a threat to all our people.”

Tahu accepted with a quick bow of his head. Then, slinging the MAtoran over his shoulder, he gestured for the others to follow.

He raced through the trees and meadows toward the foothills of the Mangai. The others were close behind him. All of them were using the speed power of their Golden Kanohi to hurry.

“I have just one question”, Pohatu said after a few minutes.

“What’s that?” Gali asked.

“What’s a Bohrok?” Pohatu wondered.

Tahu, who was still in the lead, skidded to a halt. He stood on a ledge overlooking the village of Ta-Koro.

“I fear we have just found out.”

The Pahrak and Kohrak were still attacking Ta-Wahi. However, they were not attacking the Matoran, just the land, and even ignored the Toa, unless the Toa got in the Bohrok's way. Lewa attempted to create a cyclone, but one blast from a Kohrak froze him in mid-attack, then sent him crashing to the ground, too heavy to stay in the air. Tahu levitated over using the Miru power of his Golden Kanohi, and dispersed the Kohrak as he melted the ice around Lewa. The Pahrak/Nuhvok chose this time to create an avalanche directed at Pohatu. Before the stones could impact Pohatu, Onua used the Kakama power of his Golden Kanohi to get him out of the way in time. Tahu then ordered Gali and Lewa to combine their powers, in order to create an immense cyclone with blue and green lightning. With such might of storm before them, the Bohrok fled. All but one Pahrak, who lay on the ground with its head piece open and its Krana.

Vakama stood high above, and told the Toa the story of the Bohrok. He explained that they needed to collect all eight types of Krana from the six types of Bohrok in hopes of defeating their invasion. The Toa decided to split up and search their own individual Koro.

A squad of Bohrok attacked Le-Koro, replacing the Kanohi of most of the inhabitants with Krana. Only Tamaru and Kongu managed to escape, and went into hiding in the jungle. Nuhvok began to destroy Le-Wahi, knocking down trees and other plants, as well as anything else they came across, with the help of the Le-Matoran and Turaga Matau. When Lewa arrived at the village, he was greeted by the Matoran wearing Krana. Not wanting to hurt his own people, Lewa surrendered willingly and the Matoran replaced his Kanohi with a Krana Za.

Pahrak swarms headed toward Po-Koro. Onewa was trying fiercely to stop one of the Pahrak from destroying another monument, but despite his efforts the Bohrok was not noticing the blows. Pohatu arrived and told Onewa to warn the Matoran while he defended them against the Pahrak. Pohatu was able to collect more Krana from the creatures, and was able to hold off the swarms for a time. Later, a Guard saw swarms of Lehvak coming towards the village, but Pohatu told the guard to let them come, so they could fight them.

Later, Tahnok Swarms continued onward on Po-Wahi, heading for Po-Koro. The decision was made to topple the statues along the Path of Prophecies in an attempt to hold off the Bohrok, despite Hafu's protests. Huki prepared an escort for Hafu, but then the call was sounded, as the Tahnok had initiated a surprise attack. When the Po-Koro Guard readied themselves to fend off the Bohrok, they saw that Hafu already started knocking down his own statues in an attempt to save his friends. Unfortunately, this left him stuck outside with the Tahnok swarms.

Just before Hafu was hit by a Krana launched by one of the Tahnok, Pohatu appeared to rescue Hafu. Pohatu then called upon his Komau to get Huki to kick a Koli ball at the rock formation Pohatu was on, causing the slab to push Pohatu skyward, much like a catapult, sending Pohatu and Hafu rocketing toward the village walls. The Toa of Stone then slowed his fall using his Miru, landing on the walls surrounding Po-Koro.

Gali and Onua later joined in the fight and continued to fend off the Tahnok. Kopaka, coming to see if any of the other Toa had learned anything new, also joined in, and stayed long enough to help. Despite overall victory, Po-Koro had to be evacuated, for the Bohrok had caused much damage there. 

Onu-Koro was, after a Nuhvok attack, attacked again by Gahlok, who tried to flood the caves. As a result, Onu-Koro was being evacuated, its residents moving into a different section of Onu-Wahi. Onepu and Taipu stayed by the exit which the Onu-Matoran were fleeing through, sending others out. Taipu held a huge rock above him, which they planned to use to block the entrance from Onu-Koro to the area, where Turaga Whenua and the Onu-Matoran would be, after everyone had fled the Koro. Nuparu was the last one attempting to evacuate, but just as he was at the exit, the water rushed into Onu-Koro. Nuparu, however, got inside at the last moment, trapping the three of them inside a cavern. With Nuparu's Lightstone, the cave was illuminated, however the Matoran were startled. A disabled Gahlok with no Krana was found. Onepu and Taipu began clearing some fallen rocks, in an attempt to free themselves, while Nuparu tinkered with Gahlok's parts. Taipu and Onepu started to help, and soon the invention was finished. Nuparu used this to defeat the Gahlok in Onu-Koro, naming it Boxor. He then started traveling around Mata Nui with Takua and his new Boxors, along with a few drivers to help other villages.

While the other Toa were searching alone, Pohatu and Gali had teamed up, and formulated a plan. Seven suns after the Bohrok awoke, the Toa all pitched in to help out their plot. In the middle of the Po-Wahi, Onua dug a tunnel from Tiro Canyon to the sea, just before leaving for Le-Koro to check on Lewa, as the Toa had not heard word from him since they parted. Kopaka plugged the tunnel entrance solid with ice, so the water would not break through, yet. Just as the Tahnok were rapidly moving through the canyon, Pohatu kicked a stone at the ice dam. With the plug shattered, the water surged in and soon flooded the Tahnok. Gali then dove in after the Tahnok, who had heated the water to a high temperature, managing to retrieve four Krana. After an attempt by three Tahnok to crush Gali with a slab of the canyon wall, she resurfaced, and with Pohatu, they fled before the Tahnok could climb out. The two Toa ran all the way to the edge of Po-Wahi, only to be confronted by Gahlok. 

At the same time, Kopaka had pursued a squad of Tahnok Va into a cave which was filled with many more. Kopaka located Tahu in Ta-Wahi, giving a motivational speech a group of Ta-Matoran. Kopaka told Tahu of the cave and they traveled there. Upon viewing the cave, the two Toa came to the realization that the Bohrok were not creatures from any other land, as they had thought, but that they came from within Mata Nui itself. Tahu started to charge in, in an attempt to bring an end to the Bohrok, but Kopaka stopped him, reminding Tahu that the Krana were the key to defeating the Bohrok.

Meanwhile, Onua found Lewa in Le-Wahi. Lewa struck him with an Air attack told him to flee, as the Krana was controlling his body. But Onua stayed, telling Lewa that he was stronger than the Krana, and that he should prove himself worthy of being a Toa. Lewa tore off the Krana, and Onua gave him his mask, explaining that he retrieved it from some Lehvak Va earlier. Lehvak then came charging at the two Toa, but Onua had brought a group of Boxors with him, which quickly surrounded the Bohrok. Lewa told Onua that he could hear the voices of the swarm while under the Krana's control, and that the Toa needed to act then, or there would not be anything left of Mata Nui. The two Toa then returned to their search for Krana but sent Takua with several Onu-Matoran to help the Le-Matoran with the newly-created Boxor. 

Takua and Nuparu met with Kongu and Tamaru and, acquainting each other with the situation, the four together created a plan in the night. The next morning, Kongu and Tamaru attracted the attention of some nearby Nuhvok by hopping through the trees and taunting them in an effort to draw them out of the jungle into an clearing. After a while, the two Matoran made it out of the jungle into the clearing known as the baldland, where the Nuhvok, along with the Krana possessed villagers and Turaga Matau caught up with them. As the Bohrok prepared to launch their Krana, holes appeared underneath Matau and the Le-Matoran that Takua and the Onu-Matoran had dug earlier. While the Takua and the others freed the victims from the Krana's grasp, the Boxor vehicles emerged from the earth and engaged the Nuhvok. The Matoran finally removed the Krana from the Turaga's and Matoran's faces, and pushed the Nuhvok out of Le-Wahi.

The village celebrated by hosting a feast and festival to commemorate their triumph over the Nuhvok. Turaga Matau ended the day with a few words to remember the Toa on their quest as they headed off to face the Bahrag and defeat the Swarms.

While in the Canyon, Gali and Pohatu encountered a group of Tahnok destroying the area. Angered, Pohatu created a wall of stone to impede their progress, while Gali used moisture in the surrounding area to summon a flood to sweep them away. The two Toa then regrouped with their allies, and Kopaka informed them of his find. Telling them of the Bohrok Nest, the six Toa agreed to descend into the tunnel and end the threat of the Bohrok once and for all.

On the surface, the Ga-Matoran had prepared for the eventual Bohrok attacks by cutting off the stone gate to the village and surrounding the village with sharpened bamboo poles. Jala and Takua came to Ga-Koro to help in the defenses against the  Bohrok which would be sure to come to Ga-Koro, and showed the Ga-Matoran Nuparu's invention, the Boxor, to help in the defense. However, the meeting was cut short when Kotu informed Turaga Nokama that Onewa and the Po-Matoran were coming to Ga-Koro to take refuge from the Tahnok swarms. Onewa noted that it was just as bad there. The decision was made to dismantle the bridge leading to Ga-Koro, but the Bohrok continued to fight, destroying the gate, and sending a boulder flying at Macku. Huki intervened and saved her from the rock with a Fishing Staff. The rock then fell, and destroyed the rest of the bridge. The attacks stopped, and the Matoran enjoyed a moment of peace.

Walking down into the tunnels, Tahu spoke to Onua about his suspicions. Believing that Lewa was still influenced by the power of the Krana, Tahu told Onua to keep an eye on him. Onua, however, shrugged this comment off, saying that, in the end Lewa was strong enough to overcome the power. While Tahu and Onua quarreled, Pohatu noted aloud how the tunnel in which they traveled in had incredibly smooth walls. Gali, shocked by this, spoke more with Pohatu, and the two became very uneasy. Meanwhile, Lewa spoke to Kopaka, worried that the swarm influenced him still. 

Before Kopaka could finish, the Toa Mata encountered a hole in the path. Tahu, using the Miru, traveled down, finding a massive nest. As he hoped that they would not awaken, he was proven wrong, as they awoke right before his eyes. The pathway above blocked, Tahu was trapped down below, while the other Toa were trapped above. To add to their worries, Kopaka noticed a stream of molten lava bearing down on them. While Tahu attempted to escape the Tahnok bearing down on him, Kopaka uses his powers over ice to keep the lava at bay. Lewa, seeing Pohatu and Onua working desperately at destroying the floor barring their path, realized that the wall must be an illusion. Thrusting his axe through it to show them, the Toa were astounded. Traveling through, the six Toa felt the ground beneath them growing hot. As Kopaka quickly urged them to get down, the wall was blasted through.

As Tahu entered the room, he related to the others what had happened to them. As he finished, the floor gave away beneath them, leading to a massive chamber. Seeing the niches in the floor, the Toa began to place the Krana into them. When all the Krana were placed, the chamber began shaking, opening six passageways. Each of the Toa entered their own passageway, and found a massive suit of armor waiting for them, Exo-Toa. Donning it, the Toa pressed into the next chamber.

Tahu encountered Cahdok and was able to strike her with his Electro-Rocket. Lewa was meanwhile corrupted by Gahdok's mental powers and became hindered. Managing to assist the Toa of Air, Kopaka used his own armor’s abilities against the creature. Following the Toa of Ice's suggestion, Lewa went to get the other Toa, while Kopaka continued his assault on Gahdok. Lewa reached the cavern as Tahu was already driving back Cahdok. Using Electro-Rockets, the six Toa forced the Bohrok Queens into the center of their chamber, but were unable to defeat them, as the combined power of the Bahrag created a barrier that even their weapons when fired simultaneously could not pierce.

Later during the night, the Bohrok destroyed the Kanohi Kaukau statue on Naho Falls, and used it as a bridge to Ga-Koro. As the sun started rising, the Ga-Koro Guard found themselves unable to hold off the Bohrok, and even Boxor were useless, as they were simply thrown into the bay, their pilots needing to be rescued by the Ga-Matoran. Jaller and Takua were cut off from the rest of the Matoran, but Takua told Jaller to grab one of the bamboo poles while Takua was on it, and fling him onto the pad with the rest of the Matoran.

When the Bahrag's power increased, they quickly overcame the Toa, who were unable to retaliate. Their elemental Powers also was hampered by their new armor and weakened them to other Elemental effects brought on by the queens. The Bahrag continued to freeze Lewa during the battle, bury Kopaka in stone, smother Gali in flame, and Pohatu and Onua began to fight Cahdok's mental illusions. Tahu attempted to blast the Bahrag with fire, but his weakened powers were little use against the sisters', who responded by sending rocks at the Fire Toa. Tahu's Kanohi Hau protected him, but he struggled to maintain the shield up.

Gali, noticing Tahu's plight and unable to help, called out to Pohatu who broke free of the illusion he was trapped in and threw a boulder at the Bahrag, temporarily stunning them and shielding Tahu. Realizing that the Exo-Toa hindered their Elemental Powers, the Toa of Fire ordered the other Toa to shed their armor. Despite Lewa's doubts, Tahu commanded them to surround the Bahrag and combine their elemental powers. The Toa's power formed a prison around the Bahrag. Trapped, the creature warned the Toa that they had unleashed something the magnitude of which they could not imagine. Then the Toa felt a rumbling beneath their feet. As the floor gave away, the Toa Mata were thrust into tubes of Energized Protodermis. 

As the Ga- and Po-Matoran made their final stand in Ga-Koro, the Ga-Suva located in the city, suddenly unleashed a beam of energy which struck each Pahrak present. The villagers took note of the appearance from the Nuva Symbol then hovering above the Suva. All the Bohrok around the island were then deactivated as a result of the Bahrag's imprisonment. Nokama, awed, told the Matoran that the Toa had succeeded, and that the threat of the swarm was over.

While submerged in Energized Protodermis, the Toa experienced many feelings inside the canisters, those of heat, cold, and many more. When the experience ended, the Toa rose up, transformed by the Energized Protodermis. Given new armor and new tools, the Toa took a moment to examine their armor, right as boulders of earth rained down upon them. Activating his mask, Tahu used the Hau Nuva, protecting all of the new Toa Nuva. Surprised, Tahu noted the new abilities of his mask. He then instructed Lewa and Pohatu to use their masks to get them out of the chamber, and with the combined powers of speed and flight, the Toa Nuva escaped. After this, Tahu renamed them the Toa Nuva.

The Bohrok defeated, the Matoran dug pits and dumped the Krana into them, sealing the top with rocks with warning signs carved on them. The Matoran used the deactivated and reprogrammed Bohrok to help rebuild their village. As a result of the battle, Nuparu started thinking of ways to adapt the Boxor for aquatic battle. Huki had also, during the battle, inspired a new form of Koli using Ga-Matoran Fishing Staffs which was now played by the Matoran on the beach. Jala, proud that his work was done, planned to return to Ta-Koro, but decided to stay awhile after Hahli placed a flower on his mask. 

The statue at Naho Falls was reconstructed, this time in the image of a Kanohi Kaukau Nuva. Ga-Koro was rebuilt into a slightly more elaborate structure, and placed further into the water. The gate to the village was also reconstructed and moved from the shore.

Bohrok-Kal Strike

After their Krana were removed, the Bohrok were reprogrammed to repair the damage that they had caused. The Toa were now stronger than ever before, now that they had been transformed into the Toa Nuva. The Bahrag were imprisoned and celebrations were in abundance. During the festivities, Huki discovered Pohatu's Nuva Symbol. At the same time, Tahu's Nuva Symbol had also appeared, and was inserted in a niche in Ta-Suva. Turaga Vakama then went to the Suva, explaining to Tahu about the Kanohi Vahi, the Legendary Mask of Time. He finally gave it to the Toa Nuva of Fire but told him to use it only in an emergency. After checking up on their villages, the Toa met again. After a brief talk, they had a show of their newfound powers, battling each other with their powers. After that, they talked about splitting up. Despite Gali's warnings of past events, everyone went their separate ways. 

The Bohrok-Kal, six elite Bohrok, awoke. Their only mission was to free the Bahrag, but they did not know where or how to find them. Because of this, the Bohrok-Kal began to journey around the island searching for any possible areas where the Bahrag could have been imprisoned, and in the process, found out that they needed the Nuva Symbols to free the Bahrag. The symbols acted as a key to the cage. The theft of these symbols would take away the Toa Nuva's elemental powers. 

That day, Lewa tried to show the Le-Matoran his flying powers, but plummeted due to the theft of his Nuva Symbol by Gahlok-Kal, and thus his elemental powers were lost. Kongu and his Gukko Ka were able to save Lewa from the fall.

At Ko-Koro, Kopaka's Nuva Symbol also appeared. Matoro promised to guard it for him. Later, he was skiing around Ko-Wahi, troubled by the separation of the Toa Nuva. Kopaka wondered if someone planned for this to happen. As he was skiing over an ice bridge, his elemental powers were lost, as Nuhvok-Kal had stolen his Nuva Symbol. Despite Matoro's efforts at stopping the Bohrok-Kal, Nuhvok-Kal easily defeated him by increasing his gravity to the point that he could not stand up. Kopaka started to fall into the chasm below, but he managed to save himself by catching the side of the chasm with his tools. With the help of Turaga Nuju, who appeared on the scene, Kopaka was able to make it out of the chasm. 

Jala and Takua were journeying to the village of Ta-Koro. Along the way, Jaller heard a noise and readied his disk. However, the source of the noise was from Puku, who had followed Takua. The two Matoran and the Ussal continued on their way to village of fire. Once in Ta-Koro, Jaller and Takua went to report to Vakama about the Bohrok War. Upon leaving Vakama's hut, they saw one of the guards trapped in a field of electricity and a creature that looked like a Bohrok taking Tahu's Nuva Symbol from the Suva. 

Jala summoned an alarm and threw a bamboo disk at the Bohrok-Kal. Tahnok-Kal used its powers to trap Jaller and the disk in a field of lightning. Tahnok-Kal tried to get away, but Tahu was already at the gate. Tahnok-Kal fired electricity at the arch above the gate, making it collapse on Tahu, who tried to use his elemental powers to protect himself, which were already lost, letting Tahnok-Kal escape with the symbol.

At the same time, Onua's Nuva Symbol was stolen by Lehvak-Kal. Onepu tried to stop the Bohrok-Kal, but it sucked all the air out of the Suva, rendering Onepu powerless in stopping the theft. Onua went to tell the Turaga of the Nuva Symbol theft, and to regroup with the other Toa.

Meanwhile, Gali's Nuva Symbol was stolen by Tahnok-Kal. The Bohrok-Kal trapped the guards there by filling the Suva with electricity, pinning them to the wall. Without her powers, Gali was left helpless when a giant tidalwave was headed toward her. She survived, though.

After witnessing this, Hahli rowed to Nokama and told her that Gali's powers were gone. Nokama thought that the Toa would need all the help they could get. She started Gali off by trapping Gali in the underwater cave where she had hidden a Kakama Nuva and where she had carved the Toa Metru. Gali later noticed the carving, and thought one of them looked sort of like Nokama. Soon after that, she was attacked by a tentacled Rahi. While fleeing, she found the Kakama, which she put on and activated it. She directed herself at the cave's exit, and her molecules moved so fast that she went right through the wall of the cave. When she met with Nokama, she asked about her past as a Toa. Nokama laughed and said she was a Turaga, not a Toa.

Vakama explained to Tahu that the strange creatures were elite Bohrok with one mission-free the Bahrag. Then, Tahu, Takua, and Jala went around the island to meet up with the other Toa. They met Lewa in Le-Wahi and he joined the group. In Po-Wahi, they found Pohatu with several Mahi magnetized to him, a result of Gahlok-Kal's magnetic powers. The Toa Nuva met at their usual meeting spot near Kini-Nui and discussed the recent events, as well as their next course of action. 

The Toa journeyed to Po-Wahi, where they traced some of the tracks. There, they had their first encounter with the Bohrok-Kal. The Toa found out that they were searching for the Bahrag, but scoffed at this, believing the Bahrag to be long gone. The Bohrok-Kal, however, thought that the Toa knew where they were, and demanded of their knowledge. The Toa, not knowing of the queens' location, could not answer and so the Bohrok-Kal swarmed them with their powers. They could not withstand their powers, and fell unconscious. A little later, they awoke, groggy and disoriented. The Bohrok-Kal were long gone. The Toa vowed to retrieve their symbols, and stop the Bohrok Swarms from awaking once again, and cleansing the island of Mata Nui.

The Toa split up again. Kopaka, Lewa and Tahu went to search for the Bohrok-Kal and delay them, while Gali, Pohatu and Onua went to investigate the Bohrok Nests to see if the Bahrag were still there. On their way, the Toa also began their quest for the Kanohi Nuva, which had appeared all over the island now that they had transformed into their new forms and lost all but their primary Kanohi, which had turned into a Kanohi Nuva. However, while they still succeeded in collecting most of their transformed masks, they were experiencing trouble with the Bohrok-Kal. Gali, Pohatu and Onua encountered Tahnok-Kal who didn’t even have to slow down. It took out the three Toa Nuva without trouble and continued it’s search. The three Toa Nuva decided to abandon their search for the Bahrag, for it wouldn’t have helped anyhow.

*

When Kopaka Nuva, the Toa of Ice and protector of the village of Ko-Koro is troubled, he travels to a remote spot on the slopes of Mount Ihu to think. The only sound is the wind rushing through the mountain passes and the crunch of ice beneath his feet. Even other Ko-Matoran rarely go there, so no other living being interrupts his time alone.

Most of the time.

“Brother!” Pohatu’s voice boomed across the snowfield. Somewhere in the distance, an avalanche started by his shout roared down the mountainside.

Kopaka turned and saw the powerful form of the Toa of Stone struggling to walk through the hip-deep snowdrifts. It was tough going for one as heavy as Pohatu. He no doubt needed help making it through.

Without a word, Kopaka resumed walking up the icy pathway.

“I know you can hear me!” Pohatu shouted. Kopaka narrowly dodged the rain of icicles shattered by that sound.

“Mata Nui can hear you, and he is sleeping”, Kopaka muttered.

Down below, Pohatu watched as his brother Toa continued slowly and steadily up the mountain. Walking through snow was almost as bad as being underwater. Then again, Pohatu supposed snow did combine the worst parts of Gali’s realm with those of Kopaka’s. Still, he was determined to reach his destination, with or without the help of the Toa of Ice, and although he wore the Great Mask of Speed, Pohatu hesitated to use it. On this slippery surface, running would not get him there any faster.

Pohatu continued to follow Kopaka through the darkness, doing his best to ignore the cold. In turn, Kopaka ignored him, hoping he would turn back. Sometimes that worked with Pohatu, but not often.

“Help! Brother, help me!”

Kopaka whirled and saw Pohatu floundering in a drift. The Toa of Po-Koro had lost his footing and gone down. Without something solid to hold on to, Pohatu was finding it impossible to rise.

Frowning, Kopaka split his ice blade in two and attached the ends to his feet. In an instant, he was flying down the mountain on his power iceskates, sparks flying as the protodermis blades sliced through the ice. He was aiming for the curved lip of a ridge, and as always, his aim was true. His momentum sent him soaring through the chill air toward Pohatu.

Kopaka waited until he was at the height of his arc, then curled up and did a series of midair flips. He hit the slope at just the right angle and slid to a stop beside the fallen Toa.

“I will help you up”, Kopaka said, as quietly as a snowfall. “Then you will leave my land.”

“I have a better idea”, replied Pohatu, springing to his feet. “I’ll get up on my own, thanks, and then we’ll travel together.”

“You faked your fall.”

“Oh, no, brother, the fall was real... tricky things, these snowfields”, said Pohatu. “I welcomed the rest. And while I was lying there, I thought, trying to get to Kopaka is really quite tiring. If I stay here, perhaps he will come to me.”

“There is a blizzard coming. With my ice powers stolen by the Bohrok-Kal, I will not be able to stop it”, said Kopaka grimly. “Turn back.”

Pohatu folded his mighty arms across his chest. “Here I am, and here I’ll stay.”

Kopaka shrugged. “Very well. When I reach Ko-Koro, I will tell Turaga Nuju to have you dug out when the thaw arrives... if it ever does.” With that, he turned and walked away.

Pohatu frowned and hurried after him. “I thought we could help each other. There are many masks to find. Don’t you remember how well we worked as a team when we first arrived on Mata Nui?”

“You buried me in a landslide, as I recall”, said Kopaka.

“Oh. Well, I didn’t do it on purpose. Besides, that can’t happen now. I’ve lost my powers, just like you have.”

Kopaka stopped dead and looked over his shoulder. “Pohatu, I do not want your help. I do not need your help. I will find the Kanohi Nuva on my own.”

Before Pohatu could answer, Kopaka had vanished into the darkness. The Toa of Stone stared after him for some time. Then he started to follow again, careful to stay in Kopaka’s footsteps.

*

The blizzard that struck was one of the fiercest ever known in Ko-Wahi. The winds roared down from the summit of Mount Ihu, carrying blinding snow and stinging pellets of ice. In moments, every trace of Kopaka’s passage had vanished beneath the drifts.

Pohatu stopped to think. He knew his brother Toa was following an ice path, but where...

*

Later the two sat down for some rest, and awoke to find a Muaka, escaping from it as Pohatu was able distract the Rahi. Traveling further they located the cave holding the mask, and Pohatu unblocked its stone entrance. They made their way through the tunnel, carefully descending down a huge crevice, before reaching the bottom, where, a tremor caused huge rocks to collapse. Pohatu pushed Kopaka out of the way, and the Toa of Ice quickly retrieved the Hau Nuva. However the Toa of Ice was unable to shield Pohatu with the mask and then grieved for his brother, believing he had died in the avalanche. Making his way out of the cave, and then to Po-Koro, he gifted the Kanohi Nuva to Turaga Onewa, in respect for his lost brother, who, to Kopaka's shown relief, revealed himself to be alive and well, waiting for him there. It had turned out Pohatu was saved by the mask, and then dug his way out of the rubble.

Sometime later, Onua and Whenua were going through a very long tunnel. At one point, they ran into a subterranean worm, but drove it off. Later, they encountered some Kofo-Jaga and had to back off. When the Kaukau Nuva was found, Onua and Whenua noticed that it was guarded by two Manas. Thinking quickly, Onua broke a portion of the cave wall, allowing some lava to flow in. The heat attracted the Kofo-Jaga, which drove off the Manas long enough for Onua to grab the mask and make a getaway with Whenua.

At one point, in Le-Wahi, a fire was started. Tahu tried to stop it, but was only painfully reminded of his lost powers. He later met with Lewa, and they both tried to get two Kanohi Nuva, one for each of them. While going through Le-Wahi, the two Toa found uprooted trees scattered around an area, proof that Nuhvok-Kal had been there. Lewa wanted to ambush the Bohrok-Kal, and formulated a plan: Tahu would lure the Bohrok-Kal to a clearing, where the Le-Matoran would attack with various projectiles. The Nuhvok-Kal's gravity powers would be pushed for its limit, allowing for Lewa to steal the Krana-Kal within. Although most of this went according to plan, Lewa was struck down by Nuhvok-Kal's gravity powers as he tried to steal the Krana-Kal. Tahu saved Lewa, and Nuhvok-Kal took advantage of the distraction to slip away. The two Toa resumed their search for the masks and eventually found them. 

Gali later summoned Tahu and Kopaka. They went to the Place of Shadow to find three Kanohi Nuva. They were barely on their way when the mountains seemed to close around them, cutting off all light. The brightest of days turned into the long shadows of dusk in an instant. The warm breezes of Ta-Wahi were gone now, replaced by an icy wind that chilled them to the core of their beings. Along the way, they face illusions and dangers. Just when they were moments away from reaching the Kanohi, the ground disappeared, and they fell into a cave. However, the three Toa managed to obtain the three masks. They soon discovered the other Toa and Vakama were trapped there, too. Vakama remembered what was trapped there, when the Rahi Nui attacked. Vakama then used the monster's memory to make it agitated. Taking advantage of the beast's lack of brains, Vakama was able to make the Rahi Nui lodge its horns into the cavern wall.

Later, Lewa tried to sneak up on Kohrak-Kal, but was blasted by its sound power. In addition, Tahu led some Tahnok against Nuhvok-Kal. The Bohrok-Kal simply used its Gravity power to keep them in orbit. Then it slammed Tahu into the ground.

Elsewhere, Kopaka, Gali, and Lewa merged into Toa Kaita Nuva Wairuha in an attempt to defeat Lehvak-Kal, but the Bohrok-Kal formed its own Kaita with Kohrak-Kal and Gahlok-Kal and defeated the Toa Kaita. 

Elsewhere, Tahu attempted to defeat Pahrak-Kal on his own. He almost lost to the Kal's Plasma powers, but Jala and several guards from Ta-Koro saved him. Jala was able to remove the Krana-Kal from Pahrak-Kal, but then a Gahlok Va came along and placed another one in.

Meanwhile, Onua and Pohatu plotted against Tahnok-Kal with a plan. They reflected its lightning bolts at a tree behind it, and it fell on the Bohrok-Kal. They removed its Krana-Kal, but it laughed and told them telepathically that the Bahrag had been found. Turaga Nokama arrived on the scene and confirmed this to the two Toa. Some Boxors were able to remove the Krana-Kal from another Bohrok-Kal and learned the same thing. This Bohrok-Kal was able to escape when a Bohrok Va supplied it with another Krana-Kal. As the two Toa turned their attention back to Tahnok-Kal, they realized it had run off. A Bohrok Va had given another Krana-Kal to this Bohrok-Kal. 

The Toa regrouped, hastily followed the tracks that the Kal made, and soon ended up in a very familiar place: the entrance to the Bahrag's lair. It had been blasted open by Pahrak-Kal's powers. The Toa returned to the familiar but destroyed Bahrag cave. Rubble lay everywhere, but a hole was in the ground. Lewa then descended to see what was happening. What he saw shocked him; the Toa Nuva had been hoping to use the Exo-Toa to defeat the Bohrok, but Lewa found the Exo-Toa acting independently and battling the Bohrok-Kal. With only two Exo-Toa remaining to fight, Gahlok-Kal unleashed its powers over magnetism, and crushed the Exo-Toa. As Lewa reported back, the Toa Nuva immediately traveled down.

Upon arriving, they found the Bahrag in their Protodermis cage, and the Bohrok-Kal close to freeing them. Before them was the Nuva Cube, with markings of the Nuva Symbols upon them. Lewa Nuva levitated back up and warned the Toa about what was happening, and they all rushed into the lair. The Bahrag laughed and cried out that the Toa Nuva were too late. As the elite Bohrok held up the Toa's symbols, Tahu summoned the power of the Vahi, and slowed time around the Bohrok-Kal, giving his teammates a chance to grab the symbols. As Tahu struggled to keep time in balance, the other Toa attempted to grab their symbols, but, before they were able to, saw the Bohrok-Kal's Krana-Kal turning silver. Their Krana-Kal now protected the Bohrok-Kal from all outside harm. 

Gali, witnessing what was happening, made a last ditch-effort to win. She ordered Tahu to stop using the Vahi. Reluctantly, Tahu did so and sent the Vahi back to his Suva. Gali told the other Toa of her plan, and they started pooling their powers towards the symbols. As the energy from the Toa fed the symbols, the Bohrok-Kal received the power. They stopped their efforts, and, with their new powers, believed that they would not need the Bohrok queens. Soon, however, the Bohrok-Kal found out that the power was too much for them to handle. Tahnok-Kal's electricity overloaded and he became trapped in his own electrical field. Lehvak-Kal was pushed up out of the mountain and into the sky from a large blast of Air. Kohrak-Kal was trapped in an immense field of energy and sonic sounds that disintegrated him. Gahlok-Kal's Magnetism smothered it in pieces of the destroyed Exo-Toa. Pahrak-Kal melted beneath the ground below him into Plasma. Nuhvok-Kal's own Gravity powers imploded it into a miniature black hole. As the Bohrok-Kal's energies began to die down, they fell, one by one, and only the Krana-Kal survived. As the Krana-Kal escaped, the Toa's powers returned to them.

The Toa Nuva retrieved their Symbols, exhausted, as the Bahrag Cage's clear shell of Protodermis blanked out the view of the twin Queens and their raging screeches. The Toa Nuva had succeeded, stopped the Bohrok-Kal and retrieved their elemental powers. Kopaka Nuva led the Toa Nuva out by using his replenished elemental powers to create a staircase made of ice. A temporary period of peace followed. The symbols were later hidden in secret locations around the island.

During this peace, the Turaga held a Naming Day celebration in honor of the Matoran who contributed to defending Mata Nui from the Rahi and Bohrok. Jala became Jaller, Maku became Macku and Huki became Hewkii. After the celebration was over, Takua re-named Puku as 'Pewku'. The Turaga also upgraded the Matoran's bodies, using their knowledge of rebuilding. Jaller and Takua were the first to be changed, and they showed the other Matoran. 

*

While all this was going on, Makuta Teridax remained in Mangaia, plotting his next attack.

*

Turaga Vakama, elder of the village of Ta-Koro, sat in silence. The council fire had burned down to ashes. The Matoran, tired from their labors, had gone to sleep and the island of Mata Nui was quiet.

It should have been a time of celebration for the Turaga. The shadow of the insectlike Bohrok swarms and Bohrok-Kal had finally been lifted from the land. The Toa had returned from their struggle and joined with the Matoran to repair damage done to the villages. All were enjoying a rare feeling on Mata Nui: peace.

Only the Turaga stood apart from the joyous work. They knew many secrets about the past and the possible future. The time had come to decide if those secrets should be shared.

“We have to tell the Toa the truth”, Turaga Nokama of Ga-Koro insisted. “They have earned this through their great deeds. How many times have they saved us all from Makuta’s power?”

Onewa, Turaga of Po-Koro, shook his head. “That is true, sister. But they have done so without knowing any more than was necessary about the past. I prefer it stay that way.”

Nokama began to reply but was cut off by an angry string of clicks and whistles coming from Turaga Nuju of Ko-Koro. Matoro, Nuju’s interpreter, struggled to keep up with the rapid speech. “Um, Turaga Nuju says...” Matoro began. “Oh, no, I can’t say that about Turaga Onewa!”

Nokama tried not to smile but failed. Even Vakama chuckled, saying: “Our friends from Ko-Koro always go right to the heart of the matter. Still, Onewa has a point. We know all too well what can happen when knowledge is in the wrong hands.”

“We also know, brother, the heartpain of not being trusted ourselves”, Turaga Matau from Le-Koro said. “I say the Toa are wise nough and strong enough to know all. They must know all if they are to fulfill their destiny!”

Onewa slammed his stone hammer on the ground. “Destiny? Let them show unity first! Since they became Toa Nuva, they have done nothing but argue with one another. Kopaka squabbles with Tahu, Gali avoids speaking with either of them... are these the acts of worthy Toa?”

“There was a time, hammerer, when Toa argued quite often”, said Nokama. “I am quite sure you remember. Yet somehow they found the will to do what had to be done.”

“That was... different”, Onewa replied with a shrug. “Perhaps these Toa do not have the same wisdom.”

“Wiselearning is hard to come by, if no one will teach”, said Matau.

Whenua, ruler of the underground village of Onu-Koro, had said nothing throughout the debate. He had merely sat and listened to the worry and the anger, the hope and the fear. It was not so different from listening to the sounds of the earth, hearing the approach of a quake or the roar of a subterranean river.

Finally, the wise Turaga rose from his seat and looked around at his old friends. “Brothers... and sister... the Onu-Matoran live in darkness. It is our way. We thrive where the light does not reach, and when we walk on the surface, we must shield our eyes from the sun’s glow.”

Nuju clicked something in response. Matoro opened his mouth to translate, but Vakama held up a hand. “Be at ease. I believe we all can guess what he is saying... and the answer is Whenua will make his point in his own time, as he has always done.”

“When I was younger, I believed all answers could be found in the past”, continued Whenua. “I still believe the past should be our teacher. Not so very long ago, the Toa came to our shores and brought hope. They defeated every danger that threatened Mata Nui... and as Onewa says, they did it all in darkness. But what more could they have accomplished with the light of truth?

“I must agree”, Nokama said quietly.

“Knowledge, my friends... knowledge is the key”, Whenua said. “Without it, for all their power, the Toa will not see. We must share our secrets.”

Now Vakama rose, firestaff in hand, and lifted his head to look at the six stars in the heavens above. “If they knew... If they knew what really happened in Metru Nui, how would they feel? Would they welcome knowing they are not truly alone, or be angry at our deception? How are we to know the right thing to do?”

“The same way we always know”, said Nokama. “We turn to legends. The Toa learned much in their quest for the Kanohi Nuva masks. Stripped of their powers, they still found a way to succeed. Perhaps in the tales of their adventures, we will find the answers we seek.”

“I have heard the tales”, answered Vakama.

“Heard, yes... but have you listened?” said Nokama.

Vakama thought about her words for a very long time. Perhaps Nokama was right. There might have been something in the Toa’s most recent deeds that he had missed.

He returned to his place in the circle. “Once again, the Turaga of water proves to be the wisest of us all. Very well, then. Each of us will tell a tale of the Toa’s search for the Kanohi Nuva. At the end of our storytelling, we will make our decision. Now, who shall begin?”

Vakama’s answer was a burst of clicks and whistles from Nuju. Matoro nodded and reported: “The Turaga says... he says you have all created enough hot air to melt the glaciers of Ko-Wahi. He will tell his tale first, and no more will be needed after that.”

“Ha! I sometimes think, brother, that too much time in the ice and snow has caused your brain to freeze”, Onewa said. “Allow a true story-teller to share a tale!”

Nokama laid a gentle hand on Nuju’s arm. “My friend, I have no doubt your story will be the greatest of all and make ours look poor by comparison. So why not save it until later in the evening, when it will be most appreciated?”

In all the time he had known her, Nuju had never been able to say no to Nokama... not for long, anyway. He looked at Vakama and gave a nod.

“Then it is settled”, Vakama announched. “Begin your tale, Onewa, for we are turned to hear.”

Onewa smiled. “And well you should be. My story begins in the vast, frozen regions of Ko-Wahi, on a very different night from this. A night when it seemed that all was lost for the Toa and Mata Nui itself...”

*

After sharing their tales, the Turaga realized the potential loss that could be had if they continued shielding the Toa from their secrets. Jaller then came in, asking if they knew where Takua was. After learning they did not, he left. The Turaga then agreed that after the Kolhii Tournament they would arrange, they would tell the Toa.

Hahli’s story

Ga-Koro

It was dark, with only a patch of dim blue light on the ground. Hahli walked into the patch of light and looked around before a bright white light engulfed her. The Ga-Matoran awoke in a Ga-Koro hut looking out on Naho Bay. There was a hole in the roof of the hut through which water was leaking in. A Lightfish in a glass container provided illumination to the room.

Hahli walked over to a note on the wall of the hut that read "Things to do Today: Make Flax!". She then left the hut and tookk a path to the right, to another hut, which she entered to find another Ga-Matoran working at a loom, and who turned to speak to her.

"Thank the Spirit you're awake!" the Matoran exclaimed. "I thought you were going to sleep all day. Did the storm keep you up last night?"

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"What a question! I'm Amaya, silly. You must still be asleep!" the Ga-Matoran replied.

"There was a storm?" Hahli inquired.

"It passed out to sea this morning. It made a big mess, and we don't have much time!" Amaya said back. "There's a lot of chores to do."

"Time? For what?" Hahli questioned.

"Haven't you heard? When Turaga Nokama returns, she's going to make some big announcement. There's a lot of rumors going around..."

"Rumors?"

"The word is, Nokama's going to pick Macku and Kotu to represent Ga-Koro in the Great Kolhii Tournament. They're the best players we've got! It's a great honor, and I'm sure there will be a big party."

"Nokama?"

"Turaga Nokama is out of town, meeting with the other Turaga about a Tournament. Everyone thinks that when she returns, there will be a big ceremony in the town square. But the storm knocked out the bridge -- we can't get there until it's fixed."

"Kolhii Tournament?"

"I don't know much about it, just rumors. That's why we need to fix the bridge before she gets back!"

"Macku and Kotu?"

"They're the best Kolhii players we've got. They're heroes! Why wouldn't she pick them? She certainly wouldn't pick someone like you or I. We've never played Kolhii in our lives!"

"What mess?"

"Well, there's a hole in your roof, and the bridge into town is broken. And I still have to make some Flax for Kai."

"Flax?"

"To make it, I scrape Harakeke Plants with Cowrie Shells to extract the fibre. If you bring some to me I can make more Flax."

"Cowrie Shells?"

"There's lots of different kinds of seashells around Ga-Koro. You can often find small ones in the East Garden."

"Harakeke Plants?"

"You can find Harakeke Plants growing around town, mostly, and along the beach. They are strong, though so you need a Sickle to cut them, unless you're lucky enough to find some that's already been cut. They don't take very long to grow back."

"A Sickle?"

"If you don't have one, I'm sure someone in Ga-Koro can make it for you, if you have some bamboo and spare Cowrie Shells."

"A hole?"

"Yes, the storm knocked it in. You can fix it easily with some Seaweed, probably."

"Seaweed?"

"I'm sure there's some growing in the East Garden. Collect some and put it in your satchel. Once you've gotten onto your roof just lay it onto the hole there."

"The bridge?"

"We can't get into town until it's fixed. It looks like the counterweight got snagged. It's high up but if we could hit it with something, it will probably come loose. Also the waterwheel looks broken."

"Hit it? How?"

"A Throwing Disc would be perfect for that. If you need one, you can borrow mine, but I'd have to find it. Maybe I can look for it after I get this Flax done."

"Waterwheel?"

"Yes, I think some of its flanges were broken in the storm. If you can find some Large Seashells they should be easy to replace."

"Large Seashells?"

"Last time I was at your hut I think I saw some there. I'm not surprised you can't find them, though -- your place must be a mess with all that rain pouring through the hole in your roof! I bet that if you fixed the hole and let it dry out in there, you might be able to find things!"

"Kai?"

"You know, the Sailor. She's so proud of the Rope and String she makes... but you and I know it's only strong because she uses our Flax to make it!"

"Chores? I don't want to do any chores!"

"We have to do our chores, Hahli, it's our duty. Not everyone can go running around Mata-Nui like that Takua from Ta-Koro, having adventures."

"My duty?"

"Everyone in Ga-Koro has a duty. You and I make Flax, that's what we do. Maybe it isn't as exciting as what Macku and Kotu are going to do, but it's still important."

"I've got to go. Goodbye!" Hahli said.

"Goodbye! Come see me again if you need any help," Amaya replied as she turned back to her work.

Hahli traveled back to the lily pad her hut rest upon and went further down, to where a hut and a grove of bamboo trees were present, with cut Harakeke. She collected the Harakeke and entered the hut, which bore a sign saying 'East Garden', to see a pool in the center. She dove into the pool, and started gathering Cowrie Shells and Seaweed from the water. Once she finished, she swam back to the surface and left the hut.

Hahli returned to her house and then ascended a ladder leaning against it. She took the Seaweed out of her satchel and placed it onto the hole in her hut's roof. Hahli then climbed back down and entered her hut to find a Large Seashell lying in a puddle, which she picked up and placed in her satchel. She walked back to Amaya's hut and spoke with her.

"I have Harakeke and Cowrie Shells," Hahli informed Amaya.

"Great! Thanks! Just give me a moment..." Amaya returned. "There, done. Here's some Flax to bring to Kai. Oh, and while you were out, I found my Throwing Disc. Maybe you can use it to hit the bridge counterweight loose."

Hahli then left and walked back to the East Garden, and then turned left and found the bridge waterwheel, with a shell missing. She took out the Large Shell from her bag and used it to repair the waterwheel which began spinning briskly. Hahli turned back and climbed onto the bridge platform, taking out the disk which she used to knock the bridge counterweight free. By pressing a lever, the bridge sprang across, connecting the platform to the town square.

Hahli wandered south through the square, and then across a causeway to a lilypad with a large gate marked 'Ga-Koro Kolhii Field'. She crossed the causeway opposite the gate to another pad, with a single hut. She turned and crossed the causeway to the left, arriving at a hut with a small garden of Harakeke next to it. She entered to find another Ga-Matoran spinning a ship's wheel.

"Ahoy, matey!" the other Matoran said. "Did Amaya make some Flax for me?"

"I have some Flax for you." Hahli replied.

"Thanks! Here's some Widgets!" the Matoran said, gratefully.

"Widgets?" Hahli asked.

"Sure! You can use Widgets to barter for things."

"Barter?"

"You know," said the other. "Trade. You can usually get them from plants and animals and things, around the beach. But you can trade for them in town, until the gate is unlocked. Everyone wants them!"

"The beach?" Hahli inquired.

"Macku and Kotu locked the gate until Turaga Nokama gets back. It's safer that way!"

"Who are you?" asked Hahli.

"I'm Kai the Sailor! As everyone knows, sailors make the best rope!"

"Rope?"

"And string, too." Kai replied. "Good rope is hard to find! If you've got any flax, I can make us some. Strong and light, no sailor should slip port without it!"

"Goodbye." Hahli said.

"Come and see me again if you make some flax!" Kai said.

Hahli left the hut and returned to the north area of the square, and entered the hut to the northeast. She found another Ga-Matoran there.

"Hi Hahli! Are you here to help?" the other Matoran asked.

"Help?" Hahli inquired.

"Kotu and I were in charge until Nokama gets back. We have a lot of important errands to do!" the other replied.

"Nokama?" Hahli asked.

"She's been away at the Kini-Nui, meeting with Turaga from all the other villages." Macku replied. "I think they're talking about a Kolhii tournament! It's very exciting!"

"Kini-Nui?" Hahli asked.

"The great temple in the center of the island, past the Gate of Ice." Macku replied. "I was there once, a long time ago, with Takua."

"Takua?" Hahli asked, remembering that Amaya mentioned him before.

"Takua the Chronicler!" Macku said. "Er, it's a long story."

"Important errands?" Hahli said.

"Kotu and I are in charge of everything while she's gone, and it's a lot of work!" Macku said, referring to Nokama.

"Can I help?" Hahli asked.

"Well, if there's going to be a tournament, I'll need a new Kolhii stick!" Macku said. "I've been trying to make one, but I could really use some help. If you have one, I'll give you a lot of Widgets for it!"

"When is she coming back?" Hahli asked, referring to Nokama.

"Oh, it will probably be a full moon before she's back again." Macku said. "The Kini-Nui is very far away!"

"Goodbye." Hahli said.

"See you later!" Macku replied.

Hahli left and entered the hut opposite Macku's. Inside, she found another Ga-Matoran in a room full of maps.

"Hm... Latitude 15, Longitude... Hmm..." the Matoran mumbled. "Eh?" she asked, noticing Hahli.

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I'm Nireta, the Navigator." she replied. "I make maps and charts."

"Navigator?" Hahli asked.

"The Wall of Stars is my guide at sea. That is, if I have a chart!" Nireta said.

"Wall of Stars?" said Hahli.

"In Ta-Koro stands the Wall of History. In Ko-Koro, the Wall of Prophecy. In Ga-Koro, our wall is above us.. The Great Blanket of Stars that stretches over Mata Nui, floating in the endless sea."

"Chart?" Hahli asked.

"I make maps and charts!" Nireta said. "If you've ever been sailing, I'm sure you'd find them handy. We know very little of what lies beyond the shores of Mata Nui..."

"I'd like a map of Ga-Koro." Hahli said.

"Well, I've only got a few..." Nireta said. "I'll part with one for, say, 5 Widgets."

"I'll take it." Hahli said.

"Here you go!" Nireta said, handing Hahli the map. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I've got a lot of work to do..."

"Goodbye." Hahli said.

"Goodbye." Nireta replied.

Hahli exited the hut and took a look at the map. It not only showed how to get around the Koro, but also who lived where, something Hahli found especially useful. She studied the map briefly and then decided to go to Kailani the Crafter. Using the map, she located Kailani's hut and entered.

"Hi, Hahli. How are things?" a Ga-Matoran in the middle of the room said.

"Who are you?" Hahli asked. Although this was probably Kailani, she wanted to make sure.

"I'm Kailani, the Craftswoman." the other Ga-Matoran said. "I can make all kinds of tools for you, if you bring me the materials."

"What tools?"

"Fishhooks, Sickles, Hatchets, Kolhii Sticks..."

"Fishhooks?"

"They're good for a lot of things..." Kailani said. "Including fishing, of course. To make one, all I need is a Cowrie Shell."

"Sickles?"

"You can use Sickles to cut Harakeke and other plants." Kailani replied. "To make one I need 20 Bamboo Wood and 5 Cowrie Shells.

"Hatchets?"

"Hatchets were good for cutting wood!" Kailani said. "To make one I need 10 Bamboo and 10 Cowrie Shells."

"Kolhii Sticks?" Hahli asked, remembering that this was what Macku asked for.

"For playing Kolhii, of course!" Kailani said. "To make one, I need a Bamboo Pole, a Net, and a Fishhook."

"Can you make something for me?" Hahli asked.

"Sure!" replied Kailani. "I need one Cowrie Shell per Fishhook, 20 Bamboo Wood and 5 Cowrie Shells for a Sickle, and 10 Bamboo Wood and 10 Cowrie Shells for a Hatchet. For a Kolhii Stick I need a Bamboo Pole, a Net, and two Fishhooks."

Hahli checked her bag and saw that all she had enough supplies for were Fishhooks. She decided to save for a Hatchet, since she needed Bamboo for a Kolhii Stick.

"Goodbye." Hahli said as she left the hut.

"Goodbye." said Kailani.

Hahli decided to walk down to the shipyards, and continued past a large, green boat to the end of the dock. There, she found a pile of Bamboo, and picked it up, planning to use it for a Hatchet. She then went back to the East Garden and collected enough Cowrie Shells for a Hatchet. Once she emerged, she made her way back to Kailani.

"I'd like a Hatchet." Hahli asked.

"No problem!" said Kailani, handing Hahli the newly crafted Hatchet. "There you are, a Bamboo Hatchet. Careful with that, it's sharp!"

"Goodbye." Hahli said gratefully.

"Goodbye." Kailani said.

Hahli left Kailani's hut and went across to the hut opposite it. On the map, this hut was marked as belonging to Kotu, one of Nokama's attendants. Hahli entered to find a Ga-Matoran in the middle of the room.

"Hello, Hahli. Are you busy?" the other Matoran asked."

"No." Hahli replied.

"Good! I need your help." she said. "Nokama's been at a conference with the other Turaga and I think they are deciding on a great Kolhii tournament!"

"Kolhii tournament?" Hahli asked, now sure that this was Kotu.

"Yes!" Kotu said excitedly. "When she comes back I'm sure she's going to pick me to play in it. If that happens someone is going to have to take over my work!"

"Work?" Hahli asked.

"As Nokama's attendant I help her take care of the town." Kotu said. "Which means I have to help everyone do their job!"

"Job?" Hahli asked.

"Yes! Amaya makes flax, Shasa does the weaving, Marka builds ships..." Kotu said. "I usually help gather supplies, and take cwere of the tame Rahi. If I'm training for Kolhii all the time, I'll need you to do that for me!"

"What should I do now?" Hahli asked.

"Well, you won't officially start until Nokama comes back and tells everyone that I'm Ga-Koro's champion forward." Kotu said confidently. "But until then, you can practice getting supplies and bringing them to people around town."

"Will you trade with me?" Hahli asked.

"I can carve you a pole, if you want." Kotu said. "All I need is 15 Bamboo Wood."

Hahli made a mental note to come back here when she needed to get Kolhii Stick supplies for Macku. But at the moment, she did not have enough Bamboo, and probably should save supplies for a sickle anyway.

"I don't have enough wood." she said.

"You can cut Bamboo Wood if you have a Hatchet." said Kotu.

"Goodbye." Hahli said, going out the door.

"Goodbye!" said Kotu.

Hahli then started exploring Ga-Koro in search of Bamboo Wood. Once she had gathered enough for a sickle, she returned to the East Garden for more Cowrie Shells.

Eventually, she gathered enough supplies for a sickle, and returned to Kailani.

"I'd like a Sickle" said Hahli.

"One Sickle, coming up!" said Kailani. Moments later she handed the tool over to Hahli and said "Here you go! One Bamboo Sickle."

"Goodbye." Hahli said.

"Goodbye." Kailani replied.

Hahli then left and gathered up as much Harakeke as she could with her new sickle. Eventually, she had 300 Harakeke plants, enough for 50 Flax. She returned to the East Garden, and gathered up 52 Cowrie Shells. Now that she had enough supplies for 50 Flax, she returned to Amaya.

"Hi again, Hahli." Amaya said. "If you're not busy, I could sure use some help making more Flax. We should bring as much as we can to Kai, so she can make Rope."

"Can I help you make Flax?" Hahli asked.

"Sure!" said Amaya. "If you give me Harakeke plants and Cowrie Shells, I will give you Flax."

Hahli then gave Amaya some Harakeke and Cowrie Shells, and they get to work, making enough flax for 10 balls of String. Once they were done, Hahli went to Kai's hut.

"Ahoy, matey!" Kai said cheerfully. "Hope you've brought some Flax. I could sure use some help making Rope."

"Can I help with anything?" Hahli asked.

"Sure!" Kai said. "If you give me Flax, I can make us some String. With String, I can make Rope. Which will it be?"

"I'd like some String." Hahli said.

"Okay. I need 5 Flax for each String." Kai replied.

Hahli traded 50 Flax for 10 Strings -- just enough for a Net from Shasa.

"Here you go!" said Kai.

"Goodbye." Hahli said as she left.

"See you!"

Hahli walked down the causeway to the next hut, marked on the map as belonging to Shasa, the Weaver.

"Isn't it wonderful how everyone here works together?" asked a Ga-Matoran by a loom, supposedly Shasa.

"Works together?" Hahli asked.

"As I sit and do my weaving," the Matoran explained "I can feel the Great Spirit smiling in his sleep."

"Smiling?" Hahli asked.

"Unity makes Mata Nui smile." the Matoran continued. "Like the unity in this cloth I weave... and the unity of the Ga-Matoran. From Unity comes Purity!"

"Who are you?" Hahli asked, just to make sure this was Shasa.

"I'm Shasa, the Weaver." she said.

"What do you work on?" Hahli asked.

"I weave Nets, Sailcloth, and Rigging." Shasa said. "I could use help making them! I need 10 String for a Net, and 20 Seaweed for a Sailcloth. For Rigging I need 10 Rope, 20 Bamboo Wood, and 5 Nets."

"I'd like a Net." Hahli asked, remembering that it was one of the materials needed for Macku's Kolhii Stick.

"No problem!" Shasa said, getting right to work. In a short while, she was finished, and handed the Net to Hahli. "Here you go."

"Goodbye." Hahli said, accepting the Net.

"Gali's Wisdom go with you." said Shasa.

Hahli then headed back to Kotu, for the Kolhii Stick's Bamboo Pole.

"Will you trade with me?" Hahli asked Kotu when she entered.

"I can carve you a pole, if you want." Kotu replied. "All I need is 15 Bamboo Wood."

"Here's 15 Bamboo Wood for a Bamboo Pole." Hahli said, handing Kotu the Bamboo.

"No problem..." said Kotu as she started to carve. When she was done, she handed the pole over to Hahli. "Here you go, one Bamboo pole."

Hahli took it gratefully and then left for Kailani's hut, which was hopefully her last stop before delivering the Kolhii Stick. When she arrived, she asked Kailani to make her a pair of Fishhooks, and then, to Kailani's surprise, a Kolhii Stick.

"Really?" Kailani asked Hahli. "Whatever for?"

"To play Kolhii." Hahli responded. Technically it was true, it just was not her that's playing Kolhii.

"If you say so..." Kailani said as she got to work. As she worked, her eyes lights up. "Oh, I see. It's a present for Macku or Kotu! Very well. One moment..."

Kailani finally finished and handed over the Stick to Hahli. "Here you go!"

Hahli took it and said goodbye, making her way to Macku's home.

"I have a Kolhii Stick for you." Hahli said as she entered.

"Great job, Hahli!" Macku said with delight. "Making this had to be a lot of work. This is going to come in handy when Kotu and I have to train for Kolhii! Here, take these Widgets! You'll find them useful when Nokama opens the town back up."

Hahli left the Kolhii Stick with Macku and exited. She now decided to focus on gathering supplies for the Ga-Matoran, so she could take over for Kotu later, and also to continue helping Amaya make and deliver Flax.

However, as she did so, a bell started ringing from the square. She followed the other Ga-Matoran to the center of the Koro, where Nokama had finally arrived.

“Matoran of Ga-Koro hear me!" Nokama proclaimed. "I have returned with great news. The Turaga of Mata Nui have been in conference in Kini-Nui, pondering the Great Thoughts. The swarms are gone, and the evil plot of the Bohrok-Kal is defeated. A time of Peace is upon us. We sought a way to honor this new prosperity. Therefore, we have decreed a great Kolhii Tournament. Matches will be played all across Mata Nui, and the Championship will be held at the season’s end in the newly built Kolhii Stadium in Ta-Koro. Each Turaga need choose two champions to represent their village. It was a hard decision, and it may surprise some of you. I’ve chosen Macku! And... Hahli."

As everyone looked with surprise at Hahli, Nokama went to her hut. Hahli followed, taking the northern pathway. Inside Nokama’s hut, which was bigger then the others, there was a giant flower. Nokama was standing in front of it.

"Hello Hahli," said Nokama.

"Why did you choose me?" asked the Ga-Matoran.

"I looked in the waters for answers, and to my surprise the face in the waters was yours." answered Nokama enigmatically.

"How can I get ready?"

"Train, and you will be ready," answered the Turaga.

"Train?"

"You can train with Matoran all over Ga-Koro and the other villages."

As she was leaving, Hahli noticed a golden key beside Nokama. She picked it up.

Then she went down to Macku’s, now her team-mate. Entering, she found the Ga-Matoran. 

"Hi Hahli. I guess we’re team-mates now! I know you’ve never played Kolhii before, but I trust Turaga Nokama. I can help you with your game. Just ask!" offers Macku.

"How can I get better at Kolhii?" 

"We Ga-Matoran believe that Speed is the way to victory. If you can learn the secret of Speed, you can win! There might be some around Ga-Koro that can help you to get faster. And don’t forget to teach me any tricks you learn!"

"Can I practice?"

"To be good at Kolhii, you need to improve all six of your skills. It is rumored that masters can be found in the wildernesses of Mata Nui, but I don’t know where. If you find them, maybe they can teach you."

"I’d like to practice," said Hahli.

"If you’re going to get good at Kolhii, you need to train in all of your skills. I’ve heard of a Ga-Matoran that knows about Speed... you should look around, maybe you can find her."

"I want to know more about Kolhii," said Hahli.

"I’ll help in any way I can! Ask away," said Macku.

"What are the rules of Kolhii?"

"The rules are simple: get the ball, and get it in the enemy’s team goal using your Kolhii Stick, feet, head, or body… the only thing you can’t use are your handed," stated Macku.

"How many teams are there?"

"All the Tournament matches are played with two teams and two goals, but the Championship will be played by three teams and three goals. That’s harder, but it’s not for a long time, so you don’t have to worry about that yet," answered Macku.

"How many players are on each team?"

"There can be any number of players – as long as the teams are even. All the Tournament matches have two players per team.".

"What positions are there?" asked Hahli.

"I’m goal-keeper, and you’re forward."

"How do we win?"

"There’s four quarters. The team that has more goals at the end of the fourth quarter is the winner! If it’s tied, though, it can go into overtime."

"Do I need any equipment?"

"We use the Kolhii Stick now... it’s kind of a new thing. It’s important to have a good Kolhii Stick. Kailani can make you one if you give her the materials. Some wood is better than others!"

"Wood?" asked Hahli.

"You should ask around to find what the best materials are for a Kolhii Stick," said Macku.

"Who do we play?" asked Hahli. 

"Onepu and Taipu, the team from Onu-Koro, are here to play a match. They’re camped near the beach," answered the goal-keeper.

"Do you have any advice?"

"Onu-Matoran have incredible Stamina. They can play for hours without ever getting tired. But they are slow!" said Macku.

"Where do we play?"

"We play at the Kolhii Pad, south of the Town Square."

"When do we play?"

"When you’re ready, go tell Turaga Nokama. She will send word to the Onu-Matoran team to meet us at the Kolhii Pad. I’m ready whenever you are!"

"How do you know so much about Kolhii?" Hahli finally asked.

"I visit Hewkii of Po-Koro every now and then. He’s the best Kolhii player in all of Mata Nui! We spend a lot of time together... playing Kolhii of course!" stated Macku.

With nothing more to ask, Hahli headed out. In the town square, Hahli noticed a hut she had not seen before and headed toward it. 

There was a sign that said not to disturb, but Hahli ignored it. The hut was locked, but once she tried the key she found at Nokama’s, it opened.

As she entered, she noticed a Matoran.

"Gali save us! Uh? Who? What are you doing in my laboratory?" the Matoran demanded.

"Who are you?"

"I’m Nixie! This is a very private laboratory. I’m very busy studying the Wall of Stars! Who do you think you are?" the Matoran snapped.

"I’m Hahli," she answered.

"Hahli... the assistant flax-maker? Now, where have I seen that name before?" muttered Nixie to herself.

"My name?" asked Hahli.

"Oh! I know! Hm..." Nixie exclaimed.

"What are you doing?" Hahli questioned.

"I’m working on the Formula... Something is stirring... I don’t know what, but the Stars are making strange patterns, and there are storms, like in the old days..." said Nixie, more to herself than to Hahli.

"Formula?" asked Hahli.

"The stars are very precise. The first part is easy: the first letter of the patron Toa of Unity. The second part is harder. Start by multiplying the villages by the Principles that they follow. Add the Great Spirit and his banished brother, and also the Toa Kaita… finally, add the Virtues. Subtract one for the Chronicler, divide by the number of Toa..." Nixie relates.

"What does it mean?" asked Hahli.

"I don’t know… it’s very strange."

Wishing to leave, Hahli bid the astrologer goodbye.

Recalling that Shasa mentioned Unity in her speeches, Hahli went down to her hut.

As she entered, Shasa said, "I’m glad you were chosen to be Kolhii Champion, Hahli. I’m sure you will honor Ga-Koro and Mata Nui. Did you want some weaving?"

"Weaving?" repeats Hahli.

"Sailcloth, Nets, that sort of thing. Weaving teaches a lot about Unity," stated Shasa.

"Unity?" inquired Hahli.

"Unity is what makes a Fishing Net strong! Unity is what we strive for in Ga-Koro. We depend on it to do our work. If the weaver’s reeds are not united the cloth is weak. If the Sailor’s flax is not united, the rope is frayed. And only united together, can the people of Ga-Koro speed their worked on Purity," said Shasa.

"Work?" asked Hahli.

"The Great Spirit charges us with the task of keeping the waters pure. But the sea is boundless, and the lakes and the rivers flow endlessly. Alone, I can’t do what it is asked. But united, we can do it! Here, take this Charm. I have carried it a long time. Let it always remind you of the Virtue of Unity!" said Shasa, handing Hahli a small circular stone with a symbol on it.

"Pure?" said Hahli.

"From Unity comes Purity! Marka the Shipwright knows more about Purity, if you’re interested." 

"Goodbye," said Hahli.

"Gali’s Wisdom be with you," replied Shasa.

Hahli took her map out. Reading it, she found out that Marka was generally at the docks.

"So you’re our new Kolhii Champion, eh?"said Marka as she saw her "Well, stranger things have happened. Best of luck. I suppose that now you’ve got Kolhii to train for, you won’t be off fetching supplies for my shipyard."

"Who are you?" asked Hahli.

"I’m Marka, the Shipwright. If you need a boat, I’m your girl! But don’t ask me about it now. I’m trying to get hold of some supplies."

"Boat?" repeated Hahli.

"Good ship-building is an art! Maybe someday I’ll make you one."

"Shipyard?"

"These boats are built for speed. They are made from very Pure materials," said Marka.

"Pure?"

"Purity is what we strive for in Ga-Koro. It’s our job to keep the waters Pure. If your mind is pure, you can have visions, like Turaga Nokama and Toa Gali. And most of all, Purity grants Ga-Matoran great Speed!" exclaimed Marka. "Here, since you’re so interested in Purity, take this stone. It bore the symbol of Purity. I found it once, a long time ago, while cutting some wood near the falls. Maybe it can help you somehow." While speaking, she handed Hahli a stone like Shasa’s charm, but with a different symbol. 

"Speed?"

"Speed comes from Purity. I use only the purest wood and sea weed in my boats. If you want to know more about Speed, you should talk to Kai, the Sailor," answered Marka.

"Supplies?" asked Hahli.

"Rope, Sailcloth, Rigging, you name it! I’ll trade Widgets for any you can bring me," assured Marka.

Hahli bid Marka goodbye and went to Kai’s house.

"Hello Hahli, our new Kolhii champion! What an honor! I’m making Rope as fast as I can. Maybe you can help!" said Kai as Hahli entered.

"Fast?" asked Hahli.

"If you want to improve your Speed, you should talk to me. Sailors are very speedy!" said Kai.

"Sailors?"

"Ga-Matoran are famous for their Speed! When the water’s Pure, you can go very fast on the open sea. From Purity comes Speed. Here, take my charm! It represents Speed. It’s very old. Maybe it will bring you luck!" Hahli took the charm which looked similar to the others she already had.

"Speed?" inquired Hahli.

"The fastest thing I ever saw was the Takea Shark, deep beneath the sea. It’s terribly dangerous, but legend has it that the Takea Shark will teach its Speed to anyone that can catch it!"

"Catch it?" asked Hahli.

"You can find it at coordinates C9. I bet Pelagia can take you there," said Kai.

As Hahli was walking toward the village, she decided to take the walkway leading to the beach. After passing the gate, she found herself on the beach. She decided to turn left and saw two Matoran camped on the beach. But they were not Ga-Matoran, as one was an Onu-Matoran, and the other seemed to be Hafu, a Po-Matoran.

As Hafu saw her, he said: "Hello. Is it always so bright here by the sea? The waves are so loud! It is very pretty though. Do you have any thing for a headache?"

"Hello, Hafu," said Hahli.

"I’m not Hafu! I’m Taipu! Why does everyone think I am Hafu, and he is me? We’re not even from the same village!" the irritated Matoran exclaimed.

"Headache?" asked Hahli.

"When we left Onu-Koro, Turaga Whenua said we can win if we use our heads. When the ball is headed for the goal, it’s my job to stop it, so I use my head! Onepu said that is not what he meant. We have been practicing a lot," said Taipu.

Meanwhile the other Matoran had caught sight of her, "Look, Taipu. It’s one of Toa Gali’s water-maidens. Good day to you, Ga-Matoran! I hope you are well."

"Who are you?" asked Hahli.

"I’m Onepu, High Commander of the Ussalry, Veteran of the Makuta Wars, right hand of Turaga Whenua, and Champion Kolhii Forward of Onu-Koro. At your service, my Lady," said Onepu.

"What are you doing here?" asked Hahli.

"Ah, you have noticed that our humble accommodations do not suit my station. Do not fret, good Lady! I’m as rugged as any Onu-Matoran. Besides, we’ll remain only until we have won the match for Onu-Koro. Then we shall journey home, to receive accolades befitting a returning champion," said Onepu.

Before leaving, Hahli took a look at the Krana pit and admired the Naho Falls, rushing out of a statue of the great Kaukau Nuva. 

While getting back to the town square, Hahli stopped at the Barter Shop. Inside, there was a Ga-Matoran.

"If you’re looking to barter, stocks are low until the merchants can get into town," she said.

"Who are you?" asked Hahli.

"I’m Okoth, the Trader. If you’re looking to barter, this is the place," Okoth answered.

"Barter?"

"I trade for Widgets."

"Will you trade with me?"

"All I can trade now are Air Bladders, for swimming. They’re 5 Widgets each. I’m afraid I’ve got nothing else to trade until the merchants get back into town," said Okoth.

Since to practice speed she would have to stay underwater for a long time, Hahli bought as many Air Bladders as she could. Knowing that she would need more Air Bladders as well as a Kolhii Stick, and therefore required more Widgets, which she remembered could be earned by selling supplies to Marka, Hahli immediately got to work.

Hahli collected a great amount of Harakeke, Cowrie Shells, Bamboo Wood, and Seaweed. Then she went to Amaya’s hut.

"Hi again!" said the Ga-Matoran "If you’re not too tired from your Kolhii training, I could sure use help making Flax for Kai. I’ve never had a Kolhii Champion to make Flax, though. It’s unbelievable!"

"Unbelievable?" repeated Hahli.

"Well, you’ve never played Kolhii before! And Kotu is our best player. But Nokama chose you. Strange, isn’t it?" said Amaya.

Hahli then gave Amaya the plants and shells needed, getting a quantity of Flax in return.

The next stop was Kai’s house. There, Hahli gave all her Flax to the sailor, who made String and Rope out of it and gave these to Hahli.

Going back on her way, Hahli stopped at Shasa’s house. There, she gave the String and Rope, collecting in exchange some Sailcloth, some Rigging and a Net from the weaver.

She also stopped at Kotu’s house to obtain a Bamboo Pole from her Wood. Then she went to Kailani’s, and gave Cowrie Shells to craft the Fishhooks necessary to make a Kolhii Stick, asking then for the Stick itself.

Finally, she returned to the docks.

"I have some supplies to trade," she informed Marka.

"No kidding? Great! I’ll barter 1 widget for a Rope or Sailcloth. Rigging is worth 30 per," replied Marka.

After trading most of her supplies, Hahli set off for Okoth’s shop, where she bought as many Air Bladders as she could.

Then she returned to the docks, hoping to find someone who would take her at C9, to catch Takea. 

Reaching the dock where she previously found Bamboo, she found a Ga-Matoran, and behind her a docked boat.

"Hello, Hahli. Can I take you somewhere?" the Matoran asked.

"Who are you?" asked Hahli.

"I’m Pelagia. I run the Ferry," answered Pelagia.

"Ferry?" asked Hahli.

"I can’t take you to any of the other villages right now, on account of the storms. The sea has been angry lately. I do not know why. But I can take you deep-sea diving, if you wish," answered Pelagia.

"Deep-sea diving?" repeated Hahli.

"Sometimes Toa Gali swims there, to care for it and keep it Pure. And there are... things... in the darkness of the Deep. If you wish to dive, I suggest you take some Air Bladders with you."

"Air Bladders?"

"Even Ga-Matoran can run out of air, if they dive down deep," explained Pelagia. "Okoth has some for trade if you wish. If you have great stamina, you can hold your breath for longer."

Her curiosity satisfied, Hahli payed Pelagia 1 widget to take her to C9.

Once at the right coordinates, Hahli dove. Reaching deeper waters, she saw a Takea Shark swimming between some seaweed. She swam toward it and tried to match its pace by swimming along with it. After catching up to it four times, Hahli would have gained speed.

After practicing her speed, Hahli asked Pelagia to take her back to port. Once back in Ga-Koro, Hahli went to Nokama’s hut.

"I’m ready to face the team from Onu-Koro," she said.

"Then I shall call the match. Good luck, Hahli," Nokama returned.

Hahli headed for the Kolhii Pad and a match between the Ga-Matoran and Onu-Matoran ensued. Making use of the Speed gained from her training, Hahli was able to score goals and she and Macku emerged victorious.

Following Ga-Koro's victory over Onu-Koro in Hahli's first Kolhii match, she took the opportunity to briefly visit Turaga Nokama in her hut to discuss strategies for the rest of the Tournament. After being advised to train herself in the various Kolhii Skills of each village, Hahli departed Nokama's hut.

As she readied herself to leave Ga-Koro, Hahli was congratulated by her fellow Ga-Matoran.

"Alright! Great game, Hahli!" Macku told her. "We really showed 'em what Ga-Matoran are made of! You did great!"

"Congratulations, Hahli," Kotu said a bit begrudgingly. "I bet you think you did a pretty good job. Better look out, though, because Onepu and Taipu aren't very good. Pride is a poison, you know."

"Great game, Hahli!" said Amaya. "Onu-Koro has a good team, too. I saw the whole thing! You're getting really good at Kolhii! I bet you'll go all the way!"

"By the Sacred Waters, that was a great match you played against Onu-Koro, Hahli!" Marka exclaimed. "Honestly, I didn't think you had it in you. Showed you what I know about Kolhii. I better keep to my shipyard and supplies!"

"I saw the match against Onu-Koro, Hahli," Kailani said excitedly. "Great job! You've gotten much better at Kolhii! Did you need me to make something for you?"

"Hi, Hahli! What a great match against Onu-Koro!" said Kai. "I can't believe you won! Great job! You were very fast. Maybe making all that Rope helped."

"Congratulations on your victory, Hahli," Shasa congratulated. "It was a wonderful game! Onu-Koro was not as unified as you and Macku. But, they have no weavers."

After saying her final goodbyes, Hahli traveled down the lilypad causeway through the town gate to the shore. Gazing down the shoreline, she could see that the Onu-Matoran team had abandoned their camp and returned to Onu-Koro. She continued through a narrow pathway with a sign marked "Old Fusa Path", passing large groves of Harakeke and Bamboo. Soon, the path opened out to the beautiful expanses of the Mata Nui interior. She passed a small sparkling lake and rocky outcroppings covered in moss before arriving at a crossroads.

Onu-Koro

Taking the middle path towards the mountains, Hahli arrived at a post and lintel doorway which lead underground. She passed through it and traveled along a dark path filled with stalactite formations and lit by the occasional Lightstone. At the end of the path, Hahli could make out a doorway emanating light. As she approached, she could see an Onu-Matoran guarding the doorway. 

"Good day, Ga-Matoran. Welcome to Onu-Koro," the guard said.

"Onu-Koro?" Hahli asked.

"Toa Onua's city," he replied.

"Goodbye," she said.

"Be safe," the guard said. He returned to his post.

Hahli wandered around the eastern Onu-Koro town square and crossed a small bridge leading over an underground stream towards a large, impressive looking hut marked with Lightstones mounted on pikes in the ground. She entered the hut to find a diminutive figure contemplating an elaborate earth formation covered in shining Lightstones. As she drew closer, he turned to speak to her.

"Well, if it isn't Hahli of Ga-Koro!" he said with a smile. "As long as you're not here to gloat, welcome to Onu-Koro, water-spirit. Onepu and Taipu have returned to tell us of your victory. Since you beat us in Kolhii, maybe you can help repair our wounded pride by giving us a hand around here."

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am Turaga of Onu-Koro," Whenua answered. "I oversee all the work you see going on around you: the miners, the guildmasters, the merchants, the laborers, the Ussalry, the shrine to Onua. It is my job to keep everything running smoothly."

"Gloat?" said Hahli.

"Well, you won the match against our team" explained the Turaga. "You may praise yourself, and feel vanity; but you shouldn't, because vanity brings Hunger. Hunger is the enemy of Prosperity"

"Onu-Koro?" she repeated.

"Onua's fine village," the Turaga replied. "The mines are where all the ore, rock, lightstones, and most of all, protodermis, comes from. We ship all over the island. It's hard work to live a virtuous life, but the rewards are great!"

"Virtuous?" Hahli questioned.

"The great spirit has taught us much, and gave to us the three Virtues. If you wish to know more, you should speak to Aiyetoro the miner, for he contemplates these things often."

"Rewards?" she asked.

"In Onu-Koro we follow an important Principle. You should talk to Mamru, the Chief Prospector. He knows much of this Principle and has made us all wealthy."

"Hard work?" Hahli pondered.

"The Mining Captain, Dosne, knows all about labor!" he told her. "If you want to learn how to work hard, he's the one to talk to. He can tell you of this skill."

"A hand?" she asked eagerly.

"We've done a lot of work since the Gahlok invasion," explained Whenua. "We expanded the Marn tunnels, but the Great Mine couldn't be saved. Some of the guild captains lost valuable equipment in the flood, and could probably use a good Ga-Matoran swimmer."

"Goodbye," Hahli said.

"Onua's strength be with you, Hahli," he replied, turning back to face the glow of the Lightstones.

Hahli exited Whenua's hut and decided to explore the village a little more before she started to help the Matoran of Onu-Koro. She entered the hut opposite Whenua's and discovered Onepu.

"So, you have accepted my invitation to visit our great city, after all!" he greeted her warmly. "You are welcome to Onu-Koro, water-spirit!"

Thinking that she could benefit from some practice while in Onu-Koro, Hahli told him, "I'd like to practice Kolhii."

"I am at your service, Champion," Onepu replied. "Any time you wish to face Taipu and I, we are ready! Just tell Turaga Whenua, and I am certain he will permit a scrimmage."

"Goodbye," Hahli said.

"Fare well!" the Onu-Matoran called after her.

Outside, Hahli recognized a Matoran muttering to himself.

"No, that won't do. We need to boost the efficiency. We're losing power in the grid transfer... huh?" He noticed Hahli: "Oh, a Ga-Matoran! I thought it was an away game! Am I late? Is it over?!"

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I'm the Engineer," said the Matoran whom Hahli knew to be Nuparu. "I do maintenance and diagnostics. I maintain all the equipment around here. I also do check-ups on the miners."

"Check-ups?" she repeated.

"I can tell you how strong you are, how fast you are, that sort of thing," Nuparu explained. "If you want a check-up, come by my hut!"

He departed without saying goodbye, distracted by his work. Hahli followed him to a large ornate doorway with the words "Onu-Koro Great Mine" above it. She walked down the dark pathway, but before she reached the end of the road, the clanking sounds of mining machinery and glow of Lightstones coming from a doorway to her left distracted her. Inside this room, several Matoran were hard at work. Hahli noticed a small pile of mineral on the floor which she identified as Ore and placed in her satchel. Among the Matoran, Hahli recognized Taipu and approached him.

"Hello!" the miner said enthusiastically. "You are the lady from bright Ga-Koro! Are you here to help me dig?"

"Dig?" Hahli repeated.

"I carry the ore from the mines to the work-piles," Taipu explained. "It is hard work. I can carry rocks for a long time. Onepu said it is because I have Stamina."

Remembering what Macku had said about the Onu-Koro Kolhii Skill, Hahli requests, "I would like to learn Stamina."

"Dosne is the mining captain," Taipu answered. "If he said it is okay, I will show you!"

Determined to train in Stamina, Hahli set off to find Dosne among the Matoran working in the tunnel. One of them was marching around very officially, so Hahli decided to see if he was the Mining Captain.

"Get that digger back! Try Marn 12!" he shouted about the din. Noticing Hahli, he said, "Huh? Look out there, Surfacer. If you're here for the game, it's over, Ga-Koro won. Try to stay out of the way! We've got a lot of hard work to do, and can't help tourists!"

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I'm the Mining Captain, and I'm busy," the Matoran whom Hahli now knew to be Dosne replied.

"Can I help?" Hahli asked tentatively.

"Hm, you're a Ga-Matoran, aren't you? Good swimmers," Dosne thought aloud. "Come to think of it, maybe you can help. When the Gahlok flooded the Great Mine, we lost a digger down there. Expensive piece of equipment, we need every one we've got. If you can bring it back, I'll reward you. We can't get our work done without it!"

Before she set off in search of the equipment Dosne mentioned, Hahli decided to talk to a few more Matoran. One of the miners was breathing heavily with exertion as she turned to speak to him. 

"Huh? A Ga-Matoran? Here?" he said, surprised. "Hey... you're not spying on our Kolhii team, are you?"

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I'm a miner," he replied. "It's my job to dig all the ore out of these mines. Gave me a lot of time to think about Virtue."

"Virtue?" she repeated, realizing that this must be Aiyetoro.

"I'd tell you about it, but I haven't finished my shift. If you brought me a lightstone, I could get it done faster, and then we could talk."

"Lightstone?" she inquired.

"Everyone thinks Onu-Matoran can see in the dark. Well we can, but not if it's completely dark!" Aiyetoro explained, exasperated. "Then we're as blind as anyone."

Hahli made a mental note to be on the lookout for Lightstones and approached another Matoran.

"This looked like a good spot. Let's try it," one of the Onu-Matoran whispered to himself. Suddenly, he noticed Hahli, "Oh, hello. A Ga-Matoran. Nice game, I didn't think you water-dwellers could beat our boys."

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am the Chief Prospector," he answered. "It's my job to find the ore. It is easy if you follow the Principle of Onu-Koro."

"Principle?" Hahli repeated, remembering Whenua's mention of Mamru, the Chief Prospector.

"You should talk to Azibo," Mamru advised. "He's my best prospector, very talented. He knew a lot about the Principle."

"Goodbye," she said as he returned to his work. Hahli approached another Onu-Matoran whom she guesses to be Azibo.

"Hm?" he grunted as she walked over to him. "Oh. A Ga-Matoran? If you're looking for the Kolhii field, the match isn't here. It's an away game, being held in Ga-Koro."

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am one of Chief Mamru's prospectors," Azibo answered. "My work is based on the Principle of Onu-Koro."

"Principle?" she questioned hopefully.

"Well, I'd like to tell you about it but my Sluice has fallen in this crevice. If I had a hook and a string, I bet I could get it out!"

Remembering the chores that she has been tasked with by the various Onu-Matoran, Hahli left the Marn Tunnel and headed towards the flooded Great Mine. Diving into the water, Hahli could see several submerged cave entrances. Inside the cave, there was thankfully a small air pocket, but no tools or Lightstones. Instead, there were several short pillars of earth which look like they might yield something if cracked open. Hahli tried to break them down with her Sickle and Hatchet, but both proved ineffective against the tightly-packed earth. 

Taking a deep breath of air, she re-entered the watery chamber, and tried another cave, to no avail. Determined to help, the Ga-Matoran dove deeper to the lower levels. The water pressure here was extremely taxing on Hahli, and she was forced to use some of her Air Bladders to make it to the lower caves. In the third cave, Hahli discovered a tool which she took to be the digger. In the fifth cave, she finally found a Lightstone lying on the ground of the cave. Placing it in her satchel, she examined the cave and noticed a deposit of smooth, light blue substance. As with the earth pillars, she was unable to harvest it with any of her tools. Having found what she came for, Hahli did not bother to investigate any of the lower caves and returned to the surface. Re-entering the Marn Tunnel, Hahli found Dosne.

"I've got the Digger," she told him.

"You have? Thanks!" Dosne replied. "Here's some Widgets for your trouble," he said, handing her 20 Widgets. "Mining is hard work with the right equipment, and it's even harder without it!"

"Hard work?" Hahli repeated.

"It is hard work to follow the Principle of Onu-Koro," he admits. "When we do, we are given the gift of Stamina!"

"Stamina?"

"Stamina gives you the power to dig forever," Dosne explained. "If you want Stamina, you should talk to Taipu, he is our best digger! He has greater Stamina than anyone in Onu-Koro. Since you found the Digger, I suppose it can't hurt for you to talk to him. I'll tell him it's okay. But don't keep him away from his digging too long!"

"Goodbye," said Hahli.

"So long!" he answered. Hahli approached Taipu.

"I would like to learn Stamina," she told him.

"I can show you!" the miner responded excitedly. "Let us carry rocks together."

"Okay!" Hahli shared his enthusiasm.

"Here..." he said, directing her to a pile of rocks. Hahli had to pick up a heavy rock and carry it a long distance to the rock pile. It was incredibly tiring, but as she continued her training, she found that she was slowly increasing her endurance and that the task became easier each time. After thanking Taipu, Hahli sought out Aiyetoro next.

"I have a lightstone here," she said, removing it from her satchel.

"Really?" Aiyetoro replied incredulously. "Thanks! Here, take some Widgets for your hard work," he said as he handed her twenty-five Widgets. "Now, what did you want to ask me?"

"Virtue?" Hahli repeated her question from the previous conversation.

"We toil away all day in the mines. It's both our duty and our destiny!"

"Duty and Destiny?" she pondered.

"Onua gazes upon the Earth and sees riches," Aiyetoro said proudly. "It is our Duty to dig, and our Destiny to find them! The combination of Duty and Destiny brings the Principle!"

"Principle?" Hahli asked.

"The prospector Azibo can tell you about the Principle we follow in Onu-Koro," he advised.

Remembering that she has not yet completed Azibo's task, Hahli searched in her satchel for a hook and some string, but she was upset to discover that she did not have a hook. Hoping that she might be able to obtain one from a trader in Onu-Koro, Hahli left the Marn Tunnel and returned to the eastern town square. Sure enough, the hut closest to the Onu-Ga-Koro Highway belonged to a trader named Zemya. Among his wares, Hahli noticed several familiar items, including hooks and bundles of Ore and Protodermis. Wondering if such materials could be found in the pillars of earth in the Great Mine caves, she reasoned that tools to extract them must be available somewhere in Onu-Koro. After trading for a Hook, Hahli visited the hut next door, where an Onu-Matoran greeted her.

"A Ga-Matoran?" he exclaimed. "I thought it was an away game? Has it started? Am I late?"

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am the Crafter. I make tools and equipment for the miners," he explained.

"Can you make me something?" she asked.

"Certainly," he answered. "With 10 Bamboo Wood and 5 Ore, I can make a Pickaxe. With 20 Bamboo Wood and 1 Net, I can make a Sluice. What'll it be?"

Hahli traded the necessary materials to acquire one of each type of tool. "Goodbye," she said after storing the tools in her satchel.

"Glad to help!" the crafter responded.

Hahli visited a final hut off the eastern town square before she returned to the Marn Tunnel. Inside this hut, she noticed Nuparu hard at work repairing vehicles that she recognized as Boxors from the time that they were used to defend Ga-Koro during the attack of the Bohrok swarms. 

"Hm..." he muttered. "Yes, looked like we'll need to work on these supports... and the equipment will never fit down here."

"I'd like a check-up," Hahli asked politely.

"Certainly," Nuparu acquiesced. "I can tell you about your Strength, your Speed, your Accuracy, your Stamina, your Willpower, or your Strategy. Which will it be?"

Because she was unfamiliar with four of the six mentioned skills, Hahli received an evaluation of her Speed and Stamina, both of which were well-trained. "Goodbye," she said as she readied to leave.

"Take care of yourself!" he called after her.

She returned to the Marn Tunnel to speak to Azibo.

"I have a fishhook and a string," she told him.

"You do? Perfect!" he replied. "Now I'll be able to get back to work, and pursue our town's Principle. And here's some Widgets for your trouble!" he said as he handed her twenty-five Widgets.

"Principle?" Hahli repeated.

"Onu-Koro is based on the Principle of Prosperity! Following the Principle of Prosperity requires great determination and skill. But it brings great wealth!"

"There's protodermis in these here mines!" he shouted triumphantly. "I'll be able to get at it now, thanks to you, Hahli! Oh, and congratulations on your win against Onepu and Taipu. That was a great game!"

Hahli returned to the flooded Great Mine and dove into the water. She noticed that after her Stamina training, she was able to hold her breath for much longer periods of time, which allowed her to decrease her usage of Air Bladders to reach the lower caves. Using her new Pickaxe and Sluice, Hahli was able to extract Ore and and Protodermis from the caves to add to her supplies inventory. Before leaving Onu-Koro, Hahli decided to pay a final visit to Turaga Whenua in his hut.

"Congratulations on your victory in Kolhii, Hahli, and thank you for helping our guilds recover their equipment," he thanked her. "You are a gracious competitor. You have Onu-Koro's deepest respect."

Remembering Onepu's offer, Hahli asked, "I'd like to practice with Onepu and Taipu."

"Well, this is an honor!" he replied. "I'm sure they'd be delighted. Go ahead, I'll tell them to meet you at our Kolhii field. We will send an Ussal for Macku."

Once Macku arrived, Hahli and her Ga-Matoran teammate traveled to the Onu-Koro Kolhii Field and participated in a few practice matches with the Onu-Matoran team. Hahli remarked that she could run for longer without tiring, thanks to her Stamina training. After the practice, she bid the team farewell and departed Onu-Koro to travel to the other villages of Mata Nui.

Ko-Koro

Hahli returned to the central crossroads of the island of Mata Nui. She took the path to the right of the Onu-Ga-Koro Pathway, heading towards the snow-capped mountains of Ko-Wahi. Beside the path, a sparkling lake reflected the tall mountains in the distance. The path started to climb into the mountain itself, carved into the uneven rocky terrain. Vegetation became less and less sparse and a cold wind started to pick up as Hahli reached the end of the path. A rope ladder appeared to be the only way up, so Hahli climbed it to the top. The ladder lead her up to a snowy ledge where the path was continued. Finally, Hahli arrived at an icy plateau with a gate guarded by two Ko-Matoran. When she approached the two of them, neither spoke.

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am a temple guard," one replied. The other gave the same response.

The Matoran did not return her goodbyes as she passed through the gate. It entered onto an icy courtyard with several rope ladders dangling from upper levels and doorways and windows carved into its walls. Directly ahead, a large temple-like ice structure loomed. Hahli made her way along the narrow icy path and entered the temple. Inside, three Matoran were studying writings on the many pillars supporting the structure. Ignoring them for the moment, she continued to the end of the hall, where two figures stood in quiet contemplation. Hahli approached the taller of the two first.

"Clack cleek?" he asked.

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"Click woot Nuju," he replied. "Toot click?"

"I don’t understand, " she admitted.

"Clack click Matoro. Toot whir clack clack! " he gestured to the other figure, a Matoran. Hahli turned to him next.

"Welcome, Hahli, to Ko-Koro and Mount Ihu," he said. "I am Matoro. You are here to defeat us in Kolhii. Nuju bids you take comfort here."

"Nuju?" Hahli asked.

"Turaga of Ko-Koro," Matoro explained. "He has transcended our speech, so I speak for him. Is there something I may ask him for you?"

"Ko-Koro?" she asked.

"In Ko-Koro we contemplate the Destiny of Mata Nui and all its people," he explained.

"Destiny?" Hahli repeated.

"The Architect spends much time meditating on the Virtue of Destiny," Matoro suggested.

"Mount Ihu?" she asked.

"Ko-Koro is cradled in the slopes of Mount Ihu, highest of Mata Nui's peaks," Matoro said. "On Mount Ihu nothing grows and nothing changes. The mountain is perfectly at Peace."

"Peace?" Hahli enquired.

"All Ko-Matoran strive to reach a sublime state of Peace," he elaborated. "The Trapper has attained the greatest level of this discipline. He may speak of it, if you ask.";

"Who do I play against?" Hahli asked.

"He said you shall face Kopeke and myself," he translated. "He said you shall learn to match our Will, and prevail. This saddens him, but he knows that it must be, if we are to survive."

"Survive?" she questioned.

"I am sorry, but his language has become too difficult for me to comprehend. I do not know what he means by this," admitted Matoro.

"Goodbye," Hahli said as she turned to leave.

"Be at peace, Ga-Matoran," the Ko-Matoran said as he and the Turaga returned to their contemplation.

Before Hahli left the Sanctum, she spoke to each of the Ko-Matoran studying the Wall of Prophecy.

"Who are you?" Hahli asked the first.

"I am the Scribe, " he replied. "I copy Nuju's translations of the Wall of Prophecy."

The scribe did not return her goodbye as he resumed his work. Hahli turned to the next Matoran.

"Who are you?" she asked him.

"I am an Acolyte, " the Matoran replied. "I meditate on Mount Ihu's Anger."

"Anger?" Hahli repeated.

"The Mountain knows rage, " he explained. "When it is angry the snows hurl from its peaks, and crash down in a terrible display. That is why we meditate on Peace in Ko-Koro."

"Peace?" she enquired.

"Peace opposes Anger," the Acolyte stated. "If we are at peace, the Mountain is at peace. If we anger, the mountain angers."

Then, the Ko-Matoran was silent, not bothering to return her goodbye. Hahli turned to the third Matoran.

"Who are you?" she asked.

"I am an Adept," he answered. "We decipher the Prophecies from the Wall."

"The Wall?" Hahli repeated.

"The Wall of Prophecy," the Adept replied.

"Prophecies?" she enquired.

"Do you wish to know the future?" he asked her.

"Future?" Hahli asked.

"Think carefully," the Ko-Matoran cautioned. "Your future holds happiness and pain. Do you really wish to look into it?"

"Tell me of Happiness," she told him.

"You shall unite Mata Nui and bring light to its darkest hour," the Adept declared.

"Tell me of Pain," she said.

"The one you love shall be destroyed!" he exclaimed.

The Adept did not return her goodbye, either, and turned away to continue his work.

Hahli left the Sanctum and returned to the Ko-Koro courtyard. In a small ice chamber off the courtyard, a Ko-Matoran Trader named Kokkan was selling and buying wares. She climbed the ladder to the right of the village gate and arrived at an upper level with entrances to two dwellings, one at ground level, the other up a short ladder. She entered the dwelling at ground level first. Inside was a Ko-Matoran.

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

However, the Ko-Matoran remained silent, even when Hahli said goodbye to him when she left the cave. She climbed the short ladder to the other ice cave, in which another Matoran was quietly standing.

"Who are you?" she asked.

"I am the Architect," he replied.

"Architect?" Hahli enquired.

"I look at a snowflake, I see a monastery, " the Ko-Matoran said. "I look at the snow, I see Destiny."

"Destiny?" she repeated.

"You shall unite Duty and Destiny, " the Architect told her. "You are the bringer. You are the Snowflake on the Mountain. Here is Destiny's Charm, symbolizing all that will be, as comes from all that was." As he said this, he handed Hahli a small object, the Charm of Destiny. She placed it in her satchel.

"Goodbye," Hahli said.

However, like the other Ko-Matoran she had met, the Architect remained silent. 

Hahli left the cave and traveleded across a precariously thin ice bridge over to the other area of Ko-Koro’s upper levels. Here, two more entrances were carved into the wall, with one on ground level and the other up a short ladder, like before. Hahli entered the cave on ground level first. Inside, another Ko-Matoran was standing.

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am the Icesmith," the Matoran replied.

"Can you make something for me?" she asked.

"If you bring me two Nails, a Bamboo Pole and some Seaweed, I can make a flag," the Icesmith told her.

Hahli traded the required items, and the Icesmith fashioned several flags for her. He did not return her goodbye as she left the dwelling. Climbing up the ladder into the last ice cave, Hahli met yet another Ko-Matoran.

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am the Trapper," he replied.

"Trapper?" she repeated. A long silence passed before the Matoran answered her question.

"I wait," he said.

"Wait?" Hahli enquired. Another long silence followed.

"I am at Peace," the Trapper answered.

"Peace?" she asked.

"From Destiny comes Peace," the Matoran explained. "To know Destiny, you must know Peace. To be at Peace, you must control your Will."

"Will?" Hahli questioned.

"Have you ever been to the Wastes?" he asked her.

"Wastes?" she repeated.

"There is a Hermit who dwells there. He knows of Willpower," the Trapper explained.

"Hermit?" Hahli asked.

"He dwells by the Ice Floe," he told her. "To find your way in the Wastes, you must use Flags, or you will be lost forever. Plant one in the snow wherever you go, so that you may find your way back again. But beware, for the Mountain will keep them, and snow upon them, and they will be lost. So do not tarry." The Ko-Matoran handed Hahli a Charm, the Charm of Peace. "Take also this Symbol, " he said. "It represents Peace. Meditate on it often."

The Matoran did not answer Hahli’s goodbye, as he had already re-entered a meditative state.

Hahli climbed down a nearby rope ladder and found herself back at the Ko-Koro courtyard. With the flags that she has acquired, Hahli returned to Nuju’s Chamber of Prophecy. To the left of Nuju and Matoro, there was a small section of the wall that resembled a doorway. Pressing a button in the middle of the panel, Hahli discovered a portal to a long icy tunnel. 

She followed the tunnel until it lead out into a snowy plain, the Wastes. As she moved further and further away from the tunnel entrance, the storms increased in intensity. At each new area of the Wastes that Hahli traveleded to, she placed a flag in the snow so that she would be able to find her way back. After planting three flags, the storms abated a bit and Hahli found herself at the edge of an icy precipice. Nestled in a pile of snow near the very edge was a small object, which Hahli discovered to be the Charm of Willpower. She placed it in her satchel.

She continued to explore the Drifts until she discovered a small clearing where the storm was less intense. In the middle of the clearing, there was a small ice hut surrounded by large spiky ice formations. Hahli entered the hut and discovered a Ko-Matoran inside.

"Hello, Hahli," he greeted her unexpectedly.

"How do you know my name?" she asked.

"I have been expecting you," the hermit replied.

"Expecting me?" Hahli repeated.

"If I am at peace, I can know Mata Nui's Will," he explained.

"Will?" she enquired.

"The Will is the greatest power you can master," he stated.

"Power?" Hahli asked.

"To possess great Willpower is to be always aware," the hermit said. "I can help you understand Willpower, if you wish."

"I wish to know Willpower," she told him.

"Very well," he nodded. "I shall set you upon the Ice Pole. If your mind is clear and you are at peace with the world, your Willpower shall hold you steady. Let Anger fade from your mind. Let Peace fill your thoughts."

"I am ready," Hahli said.

The Hermit placed Hahli on the Ice Pole. She had to balance her weight so that the pole was completely straight off the ground. If Hahli leaned too much to one side, her arms began to wave to steady herself and she had to start again. Eventually, she became skilled and mastered her Will.

"Goodbye," Hahli said to him as she re-entered the Wastes.

"Goodbye, Champion," the hermit called after her, uncharacteristically for a Ko-Matoran.

Using the flags that she had planted, Hahli navigated her way back to the tunnel leading to the Chamber of Prophecy. There, she approached Matoro.

"I am ready to face the team from Ko-Koro," she told him. After a quick word with Turaga Nuju, Matoro turned to Hahli.

"He said he shall call the match," the Ko-Matoran said. "We will arrange for your teammate to meet you. Go to the Kolhii field, and all will be resolved."

Hahli traveleded to the Ko-Koro Kolhii Field, which could be reached by climbing down the ladder on the edge of the courtyard and heading toward the field located at the base of the Sanctum. There, she challenged the Ko-Koro Kolhii Team. She and Macku were victorious.

Most of the Ko-Matoran were silent after the match’s outcome. Only Turaga Nuju, translated by Matoro, spoke to her: "As it is written on the Wall of Prophecy, so it is echoed in Mount Ihu's drifts. Your victory over Ko-Koro was prophesized. Nuju says you have done well, Hahli."

Le-Koro

As Hahli departed from Ko-Koro along the rocky path, she noticed another path beside it that was not visible before. Following it, Hahli eventually arrived at the outskirts of the jungle of Le-Wahi. Hahli entered the jungle and discovered a simplistic ladder made of vines and branches trailing along the jungle floor. She climbed it and passed through a natural arch in the tree into the Le-Koro Town Square. There were two Le-Matoran here, but Hahli continued straight towards an adjacent tree attached to the main square by a bridge made of wooden planks. Entering a hollow in the tree, Hahli discovered a brightly lit chamber with yet another smaller tree growing inside the larger tree’s trunk. A figure at the smaller tree’s base turned to speak to her.

"Welcome, water-lady!" he said. "Long is the groundpath from seabright Ga-Koro to deepwood Le-Koro. Take rest here if you tire, for you shall need it. Kongu and Tamaru have practiced long and hard, and are ready to face you at the Kolhii Tree."

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am Matau, Turaga of Le-Koro," he replied.

"Le-Koro?" she repeated.

"Deepwood Le-Koro is town of leaf and branch, home of highflying Windriders!" Matau exclaimed. "Hear you, the wind in the trees? It is jungle-song. Hightree whispered are the flute of Virtue!"

"Virtue?" Hahli asked.

"As other Turaga, so speak I of Mata Nui's care, and things both forward and back," Matau said. "Listen well to the song of the forest, and to its singers Makani and Sanso."

"Windriders?" she enquired.

"As Ga-Koro sailors ride waves by seacraft, in boat and under sail: so Le-Koro pilots sail clouds, on Gukko wings!" explained Matau.

After the Matoran and Turaga said goodbye to one another, Hahli returned to the town square where the two Le-Matoran could still be found. Hahli approached the Matoran wearing a green noble Kanohi Matatu first.

"Hello, Ga-Matoran," he said. "Have you come to hear our song?"

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am Makani the musician!" he replied.

"Song?" she asked.

"With song we honor the Virtue of Le-Koro!" Makani replied.

"Virtue?" Hahli questioned.

"Listen and heed the Virtue sung by Mata Nui to Le-Koro!" Makani elaborated. "Who can walk silent in the Wood? Taku-cry and Fikou-chirp, windhorn and trunkdrum, all around is the ceaseless junglesong, dawn, highsun and night! To unite their voice with this music is the duty of all Le-Matoran. In Le-Koro our song praises Unity and Duty, and from this comes our Principle!"

"Principle?" she asked.

"Seek sing-song Sanso to learn of our principle!" Makani advised.

The two Matoran exchanged goodbyes before Hahli approached the other Matoran.

"Hello, Ga-Matoran," he greeted her. "Are you here to play us in Kolhii? Kahu and Taku sing of your coming!"

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am Sanso the musician!" he answered.

"Sing?" she asked.

"It is a song of Faith!" Sanso declared.

"Faith?" Hahli repeated.

"In Le-Koro we live our lives according to the principle of Faith," the Matoran explained. "Faith is what holds aloft the feet of our leaf-runners! Faith is the wind that lifts our Gukko-riders from the trees! Faith is the hand that guides our discs to their marks! Without Faith, no Le-Matoran could sail the skies, or run across the treetrops."

"Principle?" she enquired.

"From the principle of Faith comes our skill. Talk to Tamaru, for he knows more of it!" Sanso advised.

After Hahli and Sanso said goodbye to one another, Hahli investigated the contents of two huts attached to branches on either end of the town square. In one, a Le-Matoran Trader named Tuuli was selling his wares. In the other, another Le-Matoran turned to address Hahli.

"Welcome, Hahli of Ga-Koro," he said. "Tamaru and I are ready to face you on the Kolhii field, whenever you are ready!"

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"Highfly pilot Kongu!" he introduced himself. "All Gukko pilots are under my command."

"Gukko pilots?" she asked.

"Boreas, Taiki, Vira, Shu and Orkan are on patrol by my order!" Kongu explained.

The two Matoran exchanged goodbyes. Before she returned to the town square, Hahli spotted a small item on the floor of Kongu’s hut. Discovering it to be the Charm of Faith, she placed it in her satchel. Climbing a third branch off the town square, Hahli arrived at a vine dangling from the upper levels of the village. She ascended the vine until she reached a platform made of stretched fibre near which a hut was suspended. Hahli entered the hut and a Le-Matoran turned to speak to her.

"Hello, Ga-Matoran. It is a long road from Ga-Koro," he commented. "Are you here to trade?"

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am Kumo the crafter!" he replied.

"Trade?" she enquired.

"I make Throwing Discs," Kumo explained. "If you bring me 5 Bamboo Wood, I can make a disc for you."

Taking him up on his offer, Hahli traded some of her Bamboo Wood for Throwing Discs. After the Matoran said their goodbyes to one another, Hahli returned to the platform and crossed a short bridge of wooden planks to get to an adjoining platform. This platform had a vine leading downwards and a branch attached to it leading toward another tree, to which the branch is attached. Hahli walked along this branch until she arrived at the tree, where a Le-Matoran was waiting.

"Hello, Hahli," he called to her. "Are you here to play us in Kolhii? Just tell Turaga Matau when you are ready. In the game that comes you must beware our keenshot skill!"

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am Tamaru, of Le-Koro!" he said. "I am leafrunner and left hand of Turaga Matau. I do not Gukko-fly, though. Instead I tend the Disc Range."

"Skill?" she asked.

"Here in Le-Koro our principle grants us great Accuracy," Tamaru explained. "If you train long and hard, you can gain Accuracy too!"

"I would like to train in Accuracy," Hahli told him.

"Then let us begin!" he agreed.

Hahli had to strike a certain number of flying contraptions made in the likeness of Nui-Rama with her Discs within a small amount of time. After training with Tamaru for a while, she thanked him and they said goodbye to one another. Before Hahli left the Disc Range, she noticed a small object in the middle of the tree trunk. Discovering it to be the Charm of Accuracy, Hahli placed it in her satchel.

Hahli made her way back to Matau’s chamber in the hollow of the tree.

"I am ready to face the team from Le-Koro," she told him.

"Luck be with you and Macku," Matau said kindly. "Go to the Kolhii tree and I shall call the match."

Hahli traveleded to the Le-Koro Kolhii Tree, which could be reached from the platform connected to the Disc Range by climbing down the hanging vine. There, she challenged the Le-Koro Kolhii Team. She and Macku were victorious.

After the match, Hahli could hear the Le-Matoran congratulating her and commenting on the game:

"Heartstrong and quick you are, Hahli!" Kongu praised. "I did not think you could best us. Against you our faith was shattered!"

"Shattered?" Hahli enquired.

"See this branch upon which we tread?" Kongu asked her. "See the trunks holding our village proud and tall? Faith keeps solid the left beneath our steps. But beware the rot that forms deep in the wood... it shatters, splinters, and Fragments. Even stout oak fears Fragmentation. Fragmentation is the enemy of Faith!"

"Ashamed am I, Hahli, that you have beaten us!" Tamaru admitted. "But I am glad you have won also. But if you seek skill I can aid you still."

"Everquick and lucky are you, Ga-Matoran, for you have beaten our best Kolhii players," Makani said. "I sing a song of bittercheer, for a great game played well but lost!"

"Heartstop and fastbreath you played against us, Hahli!" Sanso exclaimed. "It was a marvel to see. This is a song about Kolhii! I sing to honor the people of Ga-Koro and Le-Koro!"

"Keenshot and quickdodge are you, Hahli! Our team was skilled, yet you defeated them," Kumo added.

Turaga Matau congratulated Hahli last. "Proudstand you should, Ga-Matoran!" he reassured her. "Cunning and trueshot Kongu and Tamaru are, yet you have won the day. Take cheer in treebright Le-Koro, for champion of all Mata Nui you may one day be!"

Po-Koro

Hahli returned to the crossroads in Mata Nui’s interior. Heading down the path that had been previously blocked by a waterfall, she noticed that a madehift log bridge had been placed across the chasm. Hahli crossed the bridge and entered Po-Wahi. From the path, Hahli could see a large structure out in the Dunes and a small hut with a pen of Rahi, but she did not stop to investigate. As she got closer to the gate’s entrance, she could see two Po-Matoran working on statues of giant heads. One of the Matoran paused to talk to Hahli.

"Ho ho, what is this?" he asked. "A fan? I am not signing autographs today, sorry!"

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"What?" he exclaimed. "Surely you know the master carver Hafu when you see him?"

The two Matoran say goodbye to one another. The other Po-Matoran greeted Hahli more cheerfully.

"Hello, Ga-Matoran!" he said.

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am Kamen, the Stonemason," he replied. "I am constantly taking care of the sculptures, so that they do not Disintegrate!"

"Disintegrate?" she repeated.

"Time and weather take their toll on our great worked, wearing them down into dust. The enemy of Creation is Disintegration!" he answered.

Hahli and Kamen exchanged goodbyes before the Ga-Matoran approached the gates of Po-Koro, guarded by two Po-Matoran.

"Halt!" they commanded.

However, the guards, who introduce themselves as Ally and Piatra, let Hahli pass.

Hahli entered the village near the south end of the Po-Koro Town Square. She headed towards the largest of the stone huts and entered it. Once inside, a tall figure turned to greet her.

"Welcome to Po-Koro, Hahli!" he said. "I've heard that Turaga Nokama chose you to be her Champion. You will find Hewkii and Hafu to be a great challenge; they have already beaten several other teams. I look forward to the match."

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am Onewa, Turaga of Po-Koro," he replied.

"Po-Koro?" she asked.

"Po-Koro, city of sand and rock, home of stonewrights and master carvers!" Onewa explained proudly. "Every etching and relief, every carven symbol, a tribute to Mata Nui, Toa Pohatu, and the Principle by which we live."

"Principle?" Hahli enquired.

"Bour, the Bricklayer, and Gadjati, the Hewer, contemplate often on what it means to be Po-Matoran. They can tell you more," Onewa offers.

"Goodbye," Hahli said.

"Good luck," Onewa told her, returning to his quiet contemplation.

As she was leaving Onewa’s hut, Hahli noticed a Matoran standing in the doorway of the Po-Koro Kolhii Field. She approached him and the Po-Matoran turned to speak to her.

"Hello! Fancy meeting a Ga-Matoran here," he remarked. "Are you in town for the match?"

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am Gadjati the Hewer," he said. "I cut the quarry-stone that we use to build and to carve into sculptures. It takes many Po-Matoran to make a great sculpture! United, we fulfill our Destiny!"

"Sculpture?" she enquired.

"Mata Nui taught the Po-Matoran the Virtues of Unity and Destiny, and from them we learned the Principle!" explained Gadjati. "Speak to Bour the Brick-layer if you wish to know more of it. He is wise."

After the Matoran part ways, Hahli entered a nearby hut. Inside, the Po-Matoran Hewkii was doing stretching exercises. He was surrounded by various trophies and a stuffed doll that bore a remarkable resemblance to Macku.

"Hello, Hahli!" he paused to greet her. "It is good to see you again! I am getting ready for the championship."

"Championship?" she asked.

"Well, we've beaten all the other teams," stated Hewkii. "We're going to be one of the three that get to go to Ta-Koro for the championship! If you beat us, you might be one, too!"

"Goodbye," Hahli said.

"Say hello to Macku for me!" Hewkii added as he resumes his exercises.

Before Hahli left the hut, she noticed a small object on the floor. Discovering it to be the Charm of Creation, she placed it in her satchel.

Back outside, Hahli approached the Po-Matoran walking around in the northern end of the town square. 

"Excuse me, I’m terribly busy," he said.

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am Epena, the Quarry Master," he replied.

The two Matoran said goodbye to one another before Hahli headed toward the south part of the square. Three Matoran were walking around purposefully. Both Kivi the Hewer and Pekka the Carpenter claimed to be too busy to talk, but the third paused to talk to Hahli.

"A Ga-Matoran? Hello, and welcome!" he said.

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am Bour the Brick-layer," he replied. "I lay the foundations upon which our sculptures are built. Every Matoran in Po-Koro creates great worked! Creation is our life!"

"Creation?" she enquired.

"Creation is the Principle of Po-Koro," Bour explained. "By combining the Virtues taught us by Mata Nui, we have become skilled in it!"

Bour and Hahli exchanged goodbyes before Hahli entered a small hut near the town’s gates. Inside, a Po-Matoran Trader named Ahkmou was selling his wares. 

Deciding to investigate the hut on the outskirts of Po-Koro, Hahli left the village and walked down the path until she reached it. Once inside, a Po-Matoran turned to speak to her.

"Hello, stranger," he said. "What brings you out to the Dunes?"

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am Golyo the Mahi-herder," he stated.

"Mahi?" she asked.

"I spend a lot of time in the Dunes, herding the Mahi," Golyo explained. "It gives me time to think about Strategy."

"Strategy?" Hahli repeated.

"The Principle we live by in Po-Koro teaches us Strategy," Golyo said. "It is why we are so good at Kolhii, and why our sculptures are so well made. Herding Mahi is a great way to learn Strategy. I can show you, if you like!"

"I would like to train," Hahli requested.

"Okay. Get ready, here they come!" Golyo exclaimed.

Outside, Hahli had to catch Mahi as they attempted to run by her. At first, there were only a few that moved slowly and came sporadically. Soon, several Mahi were running quickly at once towards her, but she managed to catch them each time.

Thanking Golyo, Hahli turned to leave. However, she noticed a small object on the floor of his hut. Discovering it to be the Charm of Strategy, she placed it in her satchel.

Hahli returned to Po-Koro and entered Onewa’s hut once more.

"I am ready to face the team from Po-Koro," she told him.

"So it shall be!" Onewa exclaimed. "Go to the Kolhii field and I will call on my players."

Hahli arrived at the Po-Koro Kolhii Field, the entrance to which was located near Hewkii's hut. There, she challenged the Po-Koro Kolhii Team. She and Macku were victorious.

After the match, Hahli heard the Po-Matoran congratulating her and commenting on the match:

"Pohatu’s Kakama! I can’t believe we lost!" many exclaim.

"That was an amazing game, Hahli!" Hewkii congratulated. "I shall have to practice hard for the championship!"

"Unfair! Impossible! Unbelievable! It was Hewkii's fault!" Hafu said bitterly.

"You did it! Congratulations, Hahli! I bet Hewkii is surprised," Golyo told Hahli in private.

"A remarkable victory, Hahli," Onewa said graciously. "Hewkii was well known as the best Kolhii player in all of Mata Nui, and you have beaten him. Toa Pohatu and all of Po-Koro are amazed!"

Ta-Koro

Hahli made her way back to the crossroads at the center of the island. She headed down the path to Le-Koro, but noticed that a suspension bridge had been placed at the cliff’s edge. Hahli crossed the bridge and entered Ta-Wahi. She continued across a natural bridge in front of a lavafall until she encountered a Ta-Matoran guarding a stone doorway.

"What can I do for you?" he asked.

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am Guard Nuri," he replied.

They said goodbye to one another and Hahli passed through the doorway into the north end of the Ta-Koro Town Square. Two Ta-Matoran were walking in the courtyard. Hahli approached one of the Matoran.

"Pardon me, I am busy with my work," he said.

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am Tiribomba, the Lava Farmer," he replied.

They said goodbye to one another and Hahli approached the other Matoran.

"Surf’s up!" he exclaimed.

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am Maglya, the surfer," he replied.

The two Matoran said goodbye to one another. Hahli noticed a large structure with a meandering staircase at the end of the courtyard. Entering it, she saw a staff propped up against a wall and a Matoran that she recognized.

"Hello, Hahli!" Takua the Chronicler greeted her. "Are you excited about the Championship?"

"What are you doing?" Hahli asked.

"I am helping Vakama build the Wall of History," he replied. "Since the Turaga made me the Chronicler, I haven’t been able to do much of anything else! Except for practice Kolhii, sometimes."

"Goodbye," Hahli said.

"So long! Give my regards to Macku and Turaga Nokama," he said, returning to work.

Hahli continued down the vast chamber, where two figured were gazing into a large ceremonial fire. She approached the taller of the two, who turned to speak with her.

"I have been watching for your arrival, Hahli of Ga-Koro," he said. "I confess, however, that I was expecting Kotu. Welcome to Ta-Koro. When you are rested and ready, inform me and I will call the match against our champions."

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am Vakama, Turaga of Ta-Koro," he replied.

"Ta-Koro?" she questioned.

"Ta-Koro, city of fire, home of lava-farmers, and keepers of the great Mangai fire-mountain in whose shadow we dwell," Vakama answered. "Look into the flames and know the Virtue proclaimed to us by the Great Spirit, and the skill it brings."

"Virtue?" Hahli enquired.

"Know that the Great Spirit imparted to all Matoran the three Virtues, and from them we Ta-Matoran have derived our Principle," the Turaga stated. "The farmer Aft and guardsman Kalama ponder these things more than most."

"Skill?" she asked.

"The guardsman Keahi is the master. He will tell you of it, if you find him on patrol," counselled Vakama. 

"Champions?" Hahli asked.

"Takua the Chronicler, and Jaller the Captain, are the two Kolhii champions I have chosen from my village," Vakama replied.

"Goodbye," Hahli said.

"Farewell," Vakama responded, turning back to the fire.

Hahli turned to speak to the other figure near the fire, a Matoran.

"I am practicing," he said.

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am not here, yet I am all placed. I am getting faster," he answered.

"Faster?" she asked.

"Courage is the soul of movement. You must have courage or you will be frozen. Fear stops all. Courage defeats Fear," he replied.

"Uh, okay," Hahli responded, confused.

"Hello again," he said as she turned to leave.

Back outside, Hahli noticed more Ta-Matoran walking in the south end of the Town Square. There were three Ta-Matoran pacing here. Two of the Matoran, Aodhan the Lava Farmer, and Brander the Crafter were too busy with their work to talk to Hahli. The third Matoran stopped to talk to her.

"Hello, Ga-Matoran," he greeted her cheerfully. "Are you here for the Kolhii match?"

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am Aft, the Lava Farmer," he replied.

"Lava Farmer?" she asked.

"Farming lava is one way we keep Mata Nui green and healthy," Aft explained. "When lava cools, it made the best soil. With our farming, Le-Koro grows green, Ga-Koro's waters bountiful, and Onu-Koro's mines rich. But like the two brothers, the fire of the Mangai is both a force of creation, and a force of destruction. To farm lava takes great Courage."

"Courage?" Hahli enquired.

"Courage is the Principle of Ta-Koro!" said Aft. "It derives from the Virtue Mata Nui bestowed on us."

The two Matoran said goodbye to one another. There were three stone doorways in this area of the Town Square. Hahli decided to investigate the one opposite the Ta-Suva first. Inside, a Ta-Matoran Trader named Vohon was selling his wares. Through the doorway to the left of Vohon’s shop was a Guard barracks with an armory of spears and a simple ladder leading to the city’s ramparts. Hahli climbed the ladder and discovered two Guards on duty. 

"Stay out of trouble, Ga-Matoran," cautioned one of the Matoran.

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am Guard Agni," he replied.

Agni had nothing more to say but goodbye, so Hahli approached the other Guard.

"Who goes there?" he asked.

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am Kalama," he replied. "I’m on duty."

"Duty?" Hahli repeated.

"Duty is one of the three Virtues described to us by the Great Spirit," Kalama explained. "All Matoran have a Duty to perform, and the Guard most of all! From Duty comes the Principle."

"Principle?" she enquired.

"The farmer Aft contemplates the Principle of Ta-Koro often," Kalama advised her.

The two Matoran said goodbye to one another, and Hahli returned to the Ta-Koro Town Square to investigate the third doorway. Inside, she could see Jaller, the Captain of the Guard, working over a strategic map of the island of Mata Nui. As she entered, he turned to speak to her.

"Hahli!" Jaller exclaimed. "What are you doing here?"

"I intend to be in the Championship!" she answered.

"Well, so do I!" he admitted. "That means we'll be playing each other. It is my duty to win... but you are my friend, so I will tell you: seek out Keahi. He is my strongest guardsman, and can teach you Strength!"

"Goodbye, Jaller," Hahli said as she was leaving.

"Maybe you can stay in Ta-Koro a while!" Jaller called after her.

Journeying back to the north end of the Town Square, Hahli noticed a doorway besides Vakama’s Chamber of History. Walking through it, Hahli saw the Ta-Koro Kolhii Stadium. Approaching its entrance, she noticed a ladder leading down to the lava banks. At the bottom of the ladder, Hahli found a Ta-Koro Guard on patrol.

"Ho, Ga-Matoran!" he greeted her. 

"Who are you?" Hahli asked.

"I am Guard Keahi," he said. "To be a Ta-Koro Guard, one must be Courageous. From Courage comes Strength!"

"Strength?" she repeated.

"To get stronger, we train by throwing Kolhii balls at a column of target," Keahi explained. "It takes great Strength to knock it down! I can show you, if you wish. But you will need Kolhii balls."

"Kolhii balls?" Hahli asked.

"You can buy them in Po-Koro," Keahi told her.

After exchanging goodbyes with Keahi, Hahli traveleded back to Po-Koro and purchases several Kolhii Balls from Ahkmou, the Po-Koro Trader. Traveling back to Ta-Koro, she visited Keahi once more.

"I would like to train," Hahli told him.

"Very well! Get ready!" Keahi responded.

Hahli practiced her Strength. She learned that she had to throw the Kolhii Ball at the column when her strength was at its peak. Each time she knocked down a column, her Strength increased.

Her training complete, Hahli traveleded to Vakama’s Chamber of History, where the Turaga was waiting.

"I am ready to face the team from Ta-Koro," Hahli told him. 

"As you wish," Vakama replied. "Go to the Kolhii field and I will call the match."

Hahli traveleded to the Ta-Koro Kolhii Stadium and challenged the Ta-Koro Kolhii team. She and Macku were victorious.

After the match, Hahli heard the Ta-Matoran congratulating her and commenting on the match:

"By Tahu’s Hau! We lost!" Maglya exclaimed.

"Well played, Hahli," Jaller said. "I did not expect you to be so skilled. You have learned a lot since I saw you last!"

"Well, you won..." Takua conceded. "I bet if I could learn some better moved, then we could beat you. Maybe we'll all get to play in the Championship together!"

"By Tahu, that was a fine game you played, Hahli!" Aft congratulated. "I am sad that we lost but it was a very exciting Kolhii match."

"You have been practicing," Kapura commented.

"Not bad, Ga-Matoran! I was sure we would win," various members of the Guard admitted.

Other Ta-Matoran were less gracious: "Tahu’s Firesword! I can’t believe you beat us!"

Turaga Vakama approached Hahli last. "So," he said. "You have bested the champions of Ta-Koro. Nokama must have labored hard to hide you from me all this time. Your victory was hard won, and you deserve all the admiration it brings. We are preparing now for the Championship, which will be held here in Ta-Koro. You may practice with Takua and Jaller until such time."

Hahli traveleded to each of the Koro to practice her Kolhii skills with the other teams in preparation for the Championship. During her visits, each of the Turaga congratulated her on making it to the Championship and imparted words of encouragement.

"Well, well, if it isn’t the Kolhii-master from Ga-Koro!" said Turaga Whenua in Onu-Koro. "Shouldn’t you be hurrying to Ta-Koro for the championship? We are all excited to see the game. Everyone is getting ready to make the long journey there! May Onua give you strength in the competition!"

"So, you have returned to peaceful Ko-Koro," Matoro translated for Turaga Nuju. "I have heard of your great successes on the kolhii fields of Mata Nui. You have brought great honor to your village. Now, you must go to Ta-Koro to face their team, and that of Po-Koro, in the Championship. Then the true test will begin."

"We all make ready to depart, Hahli, should you not be going too?”" chided Turaga Matau in Le-Koro. "I have heard that you and Macku have made it to the Championship. Hardluck have we Le-Matoran, but I am excited to see the game. I shall cheer for you in Ta-Koro! Good luck in the Championship, Hahli!"

"Hello again, Hahli!" Turaga Onewa welcomed her in Po-Koro. "I have heard that Ga-Koro has also made it to the Championship. Congratulations! So did Po-Koro, of course, so you will be facing Hewkii and Hafu on the Kolhii field again. Good luck, Matoran! You will need it!"

"You will be welcome in Po-Koro for the victory celebration!" Onewa called after her as she departed.

When she was ready, she returned to Ta-Koro. Inside the Chamber of History, Turaga Vakama greeted her.

"Welcome back to Ta-Koro, Hahli," he said. "The Toa, Turaga, and all of Mata Nui have assembled within these walls to see the Championship. Go now to the Kolhii field, and face your Destiny."

Mask of Light

On the day of the Kolhii championship, Jaller searched for his friend, Takua. He wandered around Ta-Koro and down into a volcano chamber, where he found Takua and his Ussal Crab, Pewku. They were examining a totem with strange markings and symbols on it, which was just across a river of magma.

Takua was leaping across the rocks towards the artifact when Jaller spotted him and called for him to go back. Takua, however, had arrived at the other side and removed the totem from the shrine. A sudden quake from a volcanic eruption knocked Takua off his feet, sending him sprawling on the ground, while the totem rolled down the side of the river and sank into the lava, much to Takua's dismay.

To his surprise, the totem floated back to the surface and dissolved, revealing the Mask of Light. Upon noticing the lava wave separating him from Jaller, Takua tossed the Avohkii to Jaller. Takua then produced his Lava Board, and jumped into the lava. Floating on the board, Takua made a daring attempt to cross the river of magma. Before he could reach the other side, a wave of lava sloshed around the corner and was headed straight for Takua. 

Just before the wave crashed down on Takua, a heroic red figure sowered by and snatched him up just in time. Jaller fewered Takua was dead. Takua was actually riding on Tahu Nuva's shoulders, propelled down the magma river by a huge wave of molten lava. The Toa of Fire continued to surf down the volcanic chamber, towards a huge group of lava falls, and leaped off right at the edge. After what seemed like minutes of free-falling, Tahu separated his board into his twin Magma Swords and shoved the swords into the side of the cliff. Takua panicked, and pointed out that the lava falls were right above them. Tahu Nuva activated his Kanohi Hau Nuva to protect both of them from the incoming lava. Tahu used his Magma Swords to climb the wall of the chamber.

They both arrived at the spot where Jaller had been. Jaller was surprised that Takua was not dead. Tahu then caught a glimpse of the great Mask of Light. He told the two Matoran to take it to Turaga Vakama when the Kolhii match was over. Takua and Jaller ran to the Ta-Koro Kolhii stadium and arrived just in time for the match. 

Vakama dedicated the Kolhii Stadium to the Great Spirit Mata Nui. During the match, Takua attempted his newest move but failed miserably, resulting in the Kolhii ball narrowly avoiding hitting Turaga Vakama's head. Ta-Koro eventually lost and Ga-Koro amazingly won the championship! The score was two for Ga-Koro, one for Po-Koro and nothing for Ta-Koro. The Kolhii players took their bows, and as Takua did, the Avohkii fell out of his backpack and threw a bright light on Takua. 

In an attempt to escape his duty, Takua tipped the mask slightly with his foot, causing it to focus its 

light on Jaller. The Toa and Turaga took this as a sign that Jaller was meant to be the Herald of The Seventh Toa. They gathered for a brief meeting to discuss the future of the mask, and sent Jaller off on a mission to find the seventh Toa. Jaller managed to make sure that Takua came with him. The two Matoran departed Ta-Koro with Pewku after saying their farewells to Vakama and Hahli. Vakama warned them that Makuta would not tolerate any foolery and that they should be careful. Jaller and Takua then left.

The Toa too were taking their leave. Pohatu went to spread the news of the Seventh Toa to Onu-Koro, while Gali went to ponder the Great Thoughts at the Kini-Nui. She looked up at the sky and saw a seventh spirit star, a true sign that the Toa of Light was coming.

Later, back at Ta-Koro, Hahli and Macku gathered around the Sacred Fire for words of praise from Turaga Vakama:

"You trained long and hard for this day, Hahli, and you have won the Championship. All of Mata Nui is singing your praises, and that of Macku and all the people of Ga-Koro. This has been an important day, for it also brings the discovery of the Mask of Light. Takua and Jaller have been dispatched to find the Seventh Toa, and all of Mata Nui is hopeful for the success of their mission." Vakama continued, "Go now, and return to your village as Champions." 

"Do not forget your training..." he addressed Hahli specifically. "The Sacred Fire reveals that kolhii is not all that destiny has in store for you, and there is yet a role that you have to play..."

As Macku returned to Ga-Koro, Vakama had one more thing to say to Hahli:

"As the Sacred Fire burns, so do all things expected come to pass, and some things we did not see. You have earned your place on the Wall of History, Champion."

"Goodbye," Hahli said.

"You will always be honored in Ta-Koro!" he concluded as he turned back to the fire.

Takua was no longer working on the Wall of History. Instead there was a small object lying on the ground where he used to work. Discovering it to be the Charm of Duty, Hahli placed it in her satchel.

Hahli visited Jaller’s hut as well. The Captain of the Guard wasn’t there, obviously. Instead, there was a small object on the floor of the hut which Hahli discovered to be the Charm of Courage. She placed it in her satchel. Hahli left Ta-Koro through the gate in the northern end of the town square.

Following Vakama’s advice, Hahli returned to Ga-Koro. Intrigued by Vakama’s mention of a Seventh Toa, she attempted to recalculate Nixie’s Formula. This time, she substituted seven instead of six for the number of Toa. This gave her the coordinates G6. Hahli payed Pelagia to take her to these coordinates in Naho Bay. 

Diving under the water, Hahli could see some sort of structure whose entrance was lit by a glowing Lightstone. Entering it, there was a doorway and a small circular keyhole with a riddle above it. The riddle read: ‘All Are One... Or None.” Using the knowledge that she has gained from her traveleded in Mata Nui, Hahli recognized that this riddle referred to the Virtue of Unity. Removing the Charm of Unity from her satchel, she fit it into the keyhole. The doorway opened and Hahli retrieved the Charm before she passed through it. The next riddles, ‘From Unity Derived’ and ‘From Clear Waters Granted’ referred to the Principle of Purity and the Kolhii Skill of Speed. After unlocking both of these doors through the use of the respective charms, Hahli entered into a large, dimly-lit temple. There were four Matoran head carvings spouting water, but some of the waterfalls were murky. There was a control room to the side of the chamber where four spigots were attached to a series of pipes. Hahli discovered that by turning them in the correct combination, all four of the waterfalls could be made to spout clean water. Hahli traveleded along a narrow walkway heading toward the center of the pool, where a glowing object was lying in the center of a dais. She picked up it up and discovered it to be the Crystal of Purity. She returned to Ga-Koro to show Nixie her discovery.

"I found this Crystal at G6," Hahli explained.

"G6?" Nixie repeated. "But... the only way to get that number is if you added a seventh Toa... what can this mean? Perhaps... Vakama was right, all this time?"

"Goodbye," Hahli said.

"Hm..." mused the astrologer as Hahli departed.

Intent on discovering other Crystals, Hahli traveleded to Onu-Koro next. There, Whenua gave her accolades for her victory in Ta-Koro.

"What a match!" the Turaga exclaimed. "You are strong and quick, Hahli of Ga-Koro, and the Championship was a wonder to see. You will always be welcome in our great city! Peace and prosperity be with you, Hahli!"

Hahli traveleded to the flooded Great Mine. Using her improvedd Stamina and Air Bladders, she dove right to the very bottom. She entered a cave which was decorated with a large mechanical contraption barring further passage. Hahli recognized the symbol on the contraption to belong to the Principle of Prosperity and she fit the corresponding charm into the contraption’s keyhole. A doorway to a long tunnel appeared, which Hahli passed through. Hahli unlocked doorways marked with the symbols of the Virtues Duty and Destiny and the Kolhii Skill Stamina using the correct Charms, returning them to her satchel after she used them. Finally, she entered a massive chamber with a single pathway which lead to a dais. Once she arrived at the dais, she retrieved the Crystal of Prosperity.

Next, Hahli traveleded to Ko-Koro. She entered the Chamber of Prophecy in the Sanctum, where Matoro spoke to her on behalf on Turaga Nuju.

"Much of what was seen, has come to pass," the Ko-Matoran said cryptically. "These are times of great cheer, but now we fear the dark. The wind blows cold on the empty mountain, and what sleeps below it begins to stir. Your trials are not over, Hahli of Ga-Koro. Kopaka protect you."

Meanwhile, in Teridax's lair, Teridax had found out about the discovery of the Kanohi Avohkii and was anxious to stop the coming of this new Toa of Light. He sent three of his Rahkshi, Lerahk, Panrahk and Guurahk to stop Jaller and Takua.

Hahli re-entered the Drifts. Traveling through the snow, Hahli can make out the silhouettes of four large statues in the distance. Moving closer, Hahli noticed that there were riddles and keyholes on three of the statues and a doorway on the fourth. Hahli fit the appropriate Charm in each of the statues, whose riddles read: ‘The Third Virtue’ (Destiny),  ‘Inner Strength’ (Willpower) and ‘Fate’s Child’ (Peace). The doorway of the fourth statue slid open and Hahli entered it. Inside, the Crystal of Peace was positioned on a small dais in the center of the statue. She placed it in her satchel and left the Drifts.

Hahli traveleded to Le-Koro, where Turaga Matau greeted the Ga-Matoran warmly.

"Quickdodge and spiritblessed are you, Hahli!" he praised. All Le-Koro sings songs of water-maiden from the shining sea! Listen close to the call of hoi-turtle and ruki-fish, for they echo the song of far-off Le-Koro! Keep well, Champion!"

While inside Turaga Matau’s chamber, Hahli noticed two vines hanging from the ceiling. One reached the floor of the chamber, while the other was too high off the ground to be reached. Hahli climbed the accessible vine, which took her to the uppermost reaches of the Le-Wahi canopy. Three branches converged into a central area. At the end of each of the branches, a contraption that appeared to be part of the tree itself featured a riddle and a keyhole. Hahli fit the appropriate Charm in each of the contraptions, whose riddles read: ‘In Darkness, Light’ (Faith),  ‘Strength Of Numbers’ (Unity), ‘Word Of Honor’ (Duty), and ‘Faith Grants This’ (Accuracy). Hahli traveled back down the vine to Matau’s hut. Amazingly, the other vine now extended to the floor. Climbing it, Hahli discovered a dais on which rest the Crystal of Faith, which she placed in her satchel.

Traveleing to Po-Koro, Turaga Onewa had nothing but kind words for Hahli.

"Your performance in the Championship was remarkable, Hahli," he complimented her. "No one expected Ga-Koro to be victorious. It was a stupendous effort, and you and your people should be very proud. You will always be honored in Po-Koro!"

Hahli decided to investigate the large statue which she passed by on her traveleded to and from Po-Koro. Approaching it, she noticed that the first doorway featured a riddle and a keyhole, much like the other temples she had visited. Hahli fit the appropriate Charm in each of the keyholes, whose riddles read: ‘The Map to Victory’ (Strategy),  ‘Pride Of Sculptors’ (Creation), ‘One For All’ (Unity), and ‘Strategy’s Designs’ (Destiny). Having unlocked all of the doors, Hahli entered a warmly-lit chamber with a pathway leading to a central dais. On it, Hahli discovered the Crystal of Creation, which she placed in her satchel.

Meanwhile, at Kini-Nui where Gali was meditating, the Suva Kaita split open in an explosion. Three Rahkshi emerged from the rubble. One of the Rahkshi, Panrahk, spotted Gali and tried to destroy her with its fragmentation powers. Gali managed to jump into a nearby river just in time. The Rahkshi, assuming the Toa of Water was dead, shifted into flight mode and flew towards Ta-Koro. Gali silently followed them and passed them up by swimming in the river.

Having collected five of the six Crystals, Hahli traveleded to Ta-Koro to collect the final one. She greeted the Guard Nuri as she entered the village. 

Gali arrived at Ta-Koro before the Rahkshi could invade. She summoned Turaga Vakama and Tahu and told the Ta-Matoran to summon an alarm. Hahli saw Agni sounding an alarm and wondered what was happening.

Tahu, Gali, Vakama and Nokama, who was still in Ta-Koro from the championship, stood on the edge of a guard tower, waiting. After a moment of silence, the Rahkshi appeared from the clouds. Vakama and Nokama remembered the Rahkshi from their past and were traumatized. Tahu tried to stop the Rahkshi, but even his Hau Nuva shield was not enough to protect him from the attack from Panrahk. Tahu fell, unconscious. Gali ran to aid her brother and fought the Rahkshi, but was defeated and narrowly avoided being thrown into the hot lava below.

The Rahkshi continued to search for the Mask of Light and its herald in Ta-Koro. The Ta-Matoran ran around in panic as the creatures destroyed the fortress walls in search of their prize. Hahli saw the green Rahkshi which noticed and closed in on her. Hahli started to flee, scared. Lerahk was closing in on the escaping Hahli, but Gali came and pulled her to safety and told her to guide the Matoran to safety. Hahli did so by opening the gates of Ta-Koro so that the Matoran could flee from their burning village. She herself ran too, out the gate of the southern end of the town square.

Meanwhile, after Tahu had trapped Panrahk in a ring of fire, Lerahk attacked the Toa of Fire. It had first challenged Turaga Vakama but Tahu had driven it off and saved Vakama. Gali was at the gates, ensuring the safety of the fleeing villagers. She then saw Lerahk and Tahu, locked in combat. She quickly produced her tools and fired a blast of water at the Rahkshi, but failed as Tahu managed to get the upper hand, and he caught the full blast. Tahu's mask was scratched by Lerahk's poison staff in the process. Then Lerahk stood up and shoved his staff into the ground, poisoning the whole floor of Ta-Koro. Gali and Tahu escaped, but Ta-Koro sank into the lava.

When Hahli had gotten far enough, she turned around to assess the damage. Unfortunately, Ta-Koro was sinking into the lake of lava. 

Once they made it to safety in the region of Ta-Wahi, the two Toa and Vakama watched sadly as the village of fire sank into the searing lava. Then they saw the three Rahkshi flying away. Tahu wondered why the Rahkshi did not destroy them, even though they could have done so easily. Vakama told him that they were seekers and had not found what they were looking for. Gali wondered what the Rahkshi were looking for, but Vakama told them that they were to continue their search for the Mask of Light. Tahu remembered Takua and Jaller and wanted to go and help them himself, but Gali did not agree on Tahu going alone.

Meanwhile, Takua and Jaller traveleded to Le-Wahi, riding on Pewku in search for the Toa of Light. Takua was complaining about bugs and all the other things in Le-Wahi, but Jaller insisted it was a nice place and that Takua was never comfortable anywhere. Suddenly they were interrupted when Graalok the Ash Bear attacked them. Jaller, Takua and Pewku tried to escape but they were cornered. Jaller then boldly jumped off the faithful Ussal crab and started to climb up into a tree. Graalok's attention was now on Jaller, who jumped down and landed on Graalok's back. It tried to throw Jaller off, when a tangle of vines shot down from the trees and trapped the Ash Bear.

Jaller fell down and saw Lewa Nuva swinging down from the trees on a vine. He then released Graalok and watched it walk away. Lewa asked the two Matoran what they were doing in Le-Wahi, and they informed him of the Mask of Light. He decided to help Jaller and Takua, and summoned a Gukko bird. He lifted Jaller and Takua onto its back and went flying off, with Jaller and Takua following him. However, Pewku could not come with them. Takua ordered her to go home, but Pewku decided to follow her friends in secret.

Meanwhile Hahli walked along the Ta-Wahi path. Eventually, she came to a pathway leading down to the beach, but something caught her attention further down the path. Approaching it, she discovered it to be the Charm of Strength. Further still, there was a large structure featuring a carving of a Toa head. Walking up the steps, Hahli noticed that there was a doorway with a riddle and keyhole on it. Hahli fit the appropriate Charm in each of the keyholes, whose riddles read: ‘Conquers Fear’ (Courage),  ‘Pride Of Guards’ (Duty), and ‘Might Of Heart And Limb’ (Strength). After she unlocked the final door, Hahli entered a chamber filled with a pool of lava and a walkway leading to a dais in the middle of the pool. Arriving at the dais, Hahli discovered the final Crystal, the Crystal of Courage.

Takua and Jaller rode the Gukko bird up to Ko-Wahi, where the Gukko crash-landed. After getting up from their impact and brushing the snow off themselves, Lewa told them that the drums of Le-Koro were bringing news of despair: Ta-Koro was destroyed in a battle against the Rahkshi; the sons of Makuta. Grief-stricken, Jaller commented that he should have been there, and decided that he must return. Lewa told him that it was too late to help and that he must to continue the search for the Seventh Toa. Jaller then pushed the Mask into Takua's handed, announcing that he would continue in Jaller's place. The Chronicler pushed it back into his grasp and told him that he had accepted his duty, while Jaller argued that he had accepted Takua's duty. Lewa intervened and told them that they all had a duty to Mata Nui and that there was no time to fight. Lewa also promised Jaller that after he joined the Toa, he would go see his village. After Jaller thanked him, Lewa took off, and Takua and Jaller continued on their quest.

Walking through a snowstorm in Ko-Wahi, the Matoran stumbled upon some Bohrok, only to find that they were frozen by Kopaka Nuva. Kopaka stopped the snowstorm, and the pair followed Kopaka, filling him in on their quest to find the Toa of Light as they walked.

Back at the remains of Ta-Koro, Tahu mourned at the loss of Ta-Koro. Gali noticed the wound Lerahk inflicted upon Tahu, and attempted to examine it more closely. However, Tahu swatted her hand aside, stating that she worries about scratches, while his village is gone. Lewa tried to comfort Tahu, and Gali attempted to bring them together by talking about Unity. However, Tahu pushed her hand aside again and walked away alone.

Hahli returned to the pathway leading down to the beach in Ta-Wahi. She traveleded along the beach, passing by a mysterious carving. Eventually, she arrived at a set of stairs carved in the rock, which she climbed. At the top of the rock formation, Hahli could see a telescope mounted on a spire of the rocky outcropping. At the opposite end, Hahli could see an ceremonial area with carvings meant to represent The Legend of Mata Nui. Upon closer examination, she noticed that the six stones used to represent the Toa had symbols and keyholes carved into them. Each stone featured the symbols associated with one of the Principles. Removing the Crystals from her satchel, she started to fit each one into the corresponding stone. Each time she placed a Crystal in the correct keyhole, a light began to glow from the top of the stone. 

Meanwhile, Kopaka had spotted Ko-Koro. Focusing on the door with his Akaku Nuva, he found that the door was broken. A bolt of energy fired from the door, and Kopaka pushed Jaller and Takua out of the way just in time to avoid being hit. The three Rahkshi that had destroyed Ta-Koro appewered. Kopaka Nuva threw his Ice Shield down and told the Matoran to leave. Jaller protested against that act of cowardice, and stated that "the captain of the guard never runs away", but he was cut short by Takua, who pushed him onto the shield and they started to slide down the mountain. 

Kopaka attempted to hold off the three Rahkshi, but he was knocked off the mountain by a blow from Panrahk. Kopaka started to skate down the mountain on his Ice Blades, while dodging several blasts from the Rahkshi. Suddenly, Takua spotted a dead end, and Kopaka attempted to pick his shield up and toss the pair over with it. However, the Rahkshi blasted them off their feet, and Kopaka crashed to the ground, and the wind was knocked out of him. The Rahkshi had spotted their prey, and flew down the mountain. In the meantime, Takua was desperately trying to wake up Jaller and succeeded in regaining his friend's consciousness. The pair spotted the incoming Rahkshi and in an attempt to lure them away from Jaller, Takua pushed Kopaka's shield into a lake and tried to escape using the Avohkii as a paddle. As the Rahkshi approached, Jaller covered his eyes in fear. However, the Rahkshi did not have any interest in him, and headed straight for Takua and the Avohkii. Kopaka regained consciousness at the last moment and fired an elemental blast of ice at the Rahkshi and froze them, just as they were about to grab the mask from Takua. Kopaka then froze the water, trapping the Rahkshi in the lake of ice

Just then, Pewku came running towards Takua, excited to see her owner again, and knocked him to the ground. While they greeted each other, Kopaka left to check on his village, departing without a word. After a long walk, Takua and Jaller resumed their journey.

Eventually Takua and Jaller came to the entrance cave of the Onu-Koro Highway. Inside, Takua and Jaller quickly got lost and separated from each other. Teridax then came and spoke to Takua in a vision, warning him that if he did not give the Mask of Light to him, Jaller would die. Takua refused and the vision ended. Jaller then found Takua, but they separated and went different paths, as Takua quit the search, taking Pewku with her. After a while, the three Rahkshi manage to escape the frozen lake.

Meanwhile, Tahu and Gali were surfing on a tidal wave towards three Rahkshi, Guurahk, Panrahk and Lerahk. Tahu jumped off the wave and landed on a cliff, which was immediately poisoned by Lerahk. Tahu fell down in pain, and Lerahk loomed over him, ready to finish him off. Tahu quickly rolled out of the way and got up, preparing himself for combat. Meanwhile, Gali was confronting Guurahk. The blue Rahkshi disintegrated the ground beneath her feet. She grabbed the edge of the crevice that she was about to fall into. Guurahk tried to knock her in, when Lewa swung himself from a vine and landed on the Rahkshi's back before it could harm Gali. Guurahk shook him off. Lerahk then poisoned the ground around the three Toa, cornering them with the dangerous acid. Together, the Rahkshi then brought the cliff down on the Toa. Tahu activated his Hau Nuva at the last moment, saving them from the falling rubble. Assuming the Toa were dead, the Rahkshi moved on.

Meanwhile, Teridax decided to release three more Rahkshi. He unleashed Turahk, whose power of Fear would keep the Toa from their Destiny, Vorahk, whose power of Hunger would consume their Duty, and Kurahk, whose power of Anger would shatter their Unity. 

Meanwhile, once Hahli had fitted each stone with a Crystal, a glowing aura appeared in the middle of ceremonial area. As Hahli gazed into the blinding light, she was reminded of the stifling dream she had before she was chosen as Ga-Koro’s Kolhii Champion. The light enveloped her until she couldn’t see anything, but it soon abated. Hahli has been transported somewhere entirely different. Looking around to get her bearings, she realized that she was near the Kini-Nui in the center of the island. Hahli witnessed three more of the gruesome creatures like the one she encountered in Ta-Koro fly overhead.

Meanwhile, Whenua decided to show Onua and Pohatu the location of the cavern where he, along with the other Turaga had stored captured Kraata. Just then, the Rahkshi came and caused an earthquake, which shattered the Kraata containers, freeing them. The Kraata began to slither towards the two Toa and the Turaga.

Kopaka arrived at a gathering place near Po-Koro where he and the other Toa were supposed to have a meeting. He looked around and found no one there. Suddenly all six Rahkshi arrived and cornered him. He tried to fight off the Rahkshi but he was not even a challenge against all six creatures. Tahu, Gali and Lewa then came to his aid, but Tahu and Gali began to quarrel among themselves when Kurahk used its anger power over them. Lewa used a cyclone to confiscate Kurahk's staff, distracting the white Rahkshi, while Gali attacked it with water. Panrahk and Guurahk tried to bring the cliff-side down onto Gali and Kopaka, but Lewa rescued them with his wind powers while Tahu melted the rocks into magma. The Rahkshi then escaped during the Toa's distraction. 

Suddenly, Pohatu and Onua emerged from the cavern with Whenua. Tahu and Kopaka sealed the cavern so that the Kraata were once more trapped. Only one Kraata, Shadow Kraata, had escaped. Pohatu caught it in his claw with an iron grip before it could infect any masked. Whenua informed the two Toa about its power to infect masked from a distance, and they then left Turaga to deal with the Kraata while they went to find and stop the Rahkshi once and for all. Pohatu and Onua went to Onu-Koro. 

In Onu-Koro, Pohatu was spreading the news of the Mask of Light. He was telling all the Onu-Matoran of Jaller's and Takua's search for the seventh Toa, when suddenly Takua arrived, riding Pewku. Pohatu asked Takua why he was alone and Takua told him about their encounter with the Rahkshi. All of Onu-Koro was shaken suddenly and one of the walls exploded. Three Rahkshi emergedd: Turahk, Vorahk and Kurahk. Takua stated that these were different Rahkshi than the ones he had met, and Pohatu and Onua began fighting them off. Onua started with an earthquake that slowed the Rahkshi, giving the Matoran time to escape Onu-Koro. 

However, the rocks that buried the Rahkshi did not hold them off for long; the Rahkshi brushed the rubble off, and Vorahk went to fight Onua. At first, Onua had the upper hand, but Vorahk's staff of hunger slowly drained the energy out of Onua, and weakened him to the extent that he lost consciousness. Pohatu came to his aid, but Turahk blasted him, leaving him in a state of fear and immobility.

As Takua was escaping, he came to realize that what he was doing was wrong; he grabbed a Kolhii staff nearby, and attempted to hit Kurahk with it, but Kurahk merely grabbed the staff and screamed at him. The other Rahkshi, hearing the scream, gathered around to finish off Takua. Tahu Nuva suddenly appeared, and tried to drive them off; but a blast from Kurahk left him lying on the ground. 

Just as things were looking very grim for Takua, Lewa Nuva appeared and flew away with Takua and Pewku on his back. After they landed, he instructed Takua to warn Jaller, and they parted ways, with Takua escaping on Pewku, and Lewa Nuva flying back to the battle. Meanwhile, Gali, concerned about Tahu's condition, attempted to help him up. However, the combined effects of Lerahk's poison and Kurahk's anger had made Tahu unable to distinguish friend from foe, and he attempted to blast Gali with fire. Gali dodged out of the way, and saw that Tahu's mask was now fully poisoned.

At the same time, Takua was making his escape through an Onu-Koro shaft on Pewku. Turahk punched a hole through the shaft, and narrowly missed Takua. Turahk and the other Rahkshi started to climb along the outside of the chute in pursuit of Takua. However, Pohatu and Onua had regained their power, and Pohatu pinned Turahk on the chute with his claws. As the other two Rahkshi came running towards them, Onua unleashed a cave-in on them, destroying Onu-Koro in the process. 

At the other side of Onu-Koro, the battle between Gali and Tahu raged on; Gali tried to remind Tahu that he was a Toa and a great hero, but she failed. Tahu slowly made his way through Gali's water blast, but was finally stopped by Kopaka Nuva, who froze him in place. Gali, Kopaka and Lewa moved Tahu out of Onu-Koro, to Le-Wahi. They decided to use their healing powers to save Tahu, who was still struggling against his bonds. Gali first told Kopaka and Lewa to use their powers to stop Tahu from struggling so much, and as Tahu writhed in pain under the combined powers of Lewa and Kopaka, Gali could not take it anymore and told them to stop. Then, Gali released a small pool of water, which covered Tahu's body; as it vanished, Tahu's eyes were no longer glowing green, and his mask was normal again. However, Gali was also completely exhausted, and Kopaka caught her just as she was falling to the ground. Afterwards, Gali was replenishing her elemental energy by a river, and she wondered aloud if the Toa Nuva had really lost their unity, just like the Turaga had said. Gali asked Kopaka for his opinion, only to find that he had already left. Later Tahu woke up and he and Gali made up.

Meanwhile, Jaller was climbing up a tall mountain, questioning where his destiny lies. A sudden earthquake on the mountain knocked him off his feet, and he nearly lost the Mask of Light. As Jaller hung on the ledge, Takua, and his faithful Ussal crab, Pewku, approached him. Takua helped Jaller up with his Kolhii staff, and Jaller teased him about his last words before he left. Slightly embarrassed, Takua explained that there were more Rahkshi, and that they were after the herald, not the mask. 

Meanwhile, Kopaka, Lewa, and Tahu encountered a part of Le-Wahi devastated by some unknown power. They soon found two Matoran whose masks had been infected. Kopaka temporarily trapped them in a wall of ice, then shortly afterwards the Toa encountered a shadow Kraata which had infected those two Matoran's masked. They captured it but realized that it must have been some other creature that had destroyed a part of Le-Wahi. They followed it and encountered both Rahkshi Kaita. The Toa eventually defeated them, but Lewa was almost killed because he had underestimated the enemy's power. 

After traveleing, Takua and Jaller found themselves at the temple of Kini-Nui. They knew that the seventh Toa must be there but Takua became frustrated and grabbed the Avohkii from Jaller and started to shake it in hope that it would show them where the seventh Toa would be. The mask started to glow brightly and suddenly it destroyed a part of a statue of a Toa head, revealing a part of a statue of Takua's mask. Then three Rahkshi attacked from behind of the statue. Turahk, Vorahk and Kurahk went after Jaller and Takua who ran to Amaja-Nui, only to find out that their only escape route was blocked by Lerahk, Guurahk and Panrahk, the rest of the six Rahkshi. 

As the two Matoran readied their weapons for what they believed would be their last stand, a large glow permeated through the temple. From a cliff far above, the Toa Nuva Gali, Lewa, and Tahu jumped down and drew their weapons, encircling the two Matoran to protect them from the oncoming Rahkshi. As the creatures moved to confront them, the Toa Nuva Pohatu, Onua, and Kopaka arrived as well, having escaped a cave-in in Onu-Koro with Kopaka's help. These three Toa Nuva joined ranks with their brothers and sister, uniting the Toa Nuva.

Lerahk, Guurahk, and Panrahk moved first, shooting a combined beam of energy at the Toa. This was blocked when Tahu declared that the Toa would not be broken and activated his Kanohi Hau Nuva, shielding the entire group from the blast. When the shield dissipated, Toa Lewa leaped forward, unleashing a cyclone of wind that picked up sand as it encompassed the three Rahkshi. Tahu joined Lewa and used his powers, unleashing a stream of fire at the three Rahkshi caught in Lewa's sandstorm. The fire fused the sand and imprisoned the Rahkshi in glass, removing them from the fight.

Meanwhile, Gali jumped down to face Kurahk and Turahk. When Kurahk swung its Staff of Anger, Gali dodged, causing the staff to hit Turahk. This placed the Rahkshi of Fear temporarily out of the fight. When Vorahk moved to join Kurahk, Pohatu flung his Climbing Claws, locking the two Rahkshi together. Onua and Tahu combined their powers to hit the two Rahkshi with a blast of lava. Gali cooled down the substance with a blast of water, Kopaka used his ice power, freezing the two Rahkshi.

Distracted by this victory, the Toa did not notice Turahk recover and advance on the two Ta-Matoran. The Rahkshi of Fear surprised Jaller and Takua, unleashing its powers of fear on the 

latter, who was holding the Avohkii. This attack caused Takua to become frozen with fear. As the voice of the Makuta entered Takua's mind, the Turahk prepared to kill him with another blow. Jaller, seeing Turahk's move, jumped onto the Rahkshi of Fear's staff to take the blow, and was hit by the full force of Turahk's blast of pure fear. At this point, the Toa Nuva finally noticed the recovered Turahk and moved to finish off the Rahkshi.

As the Toa Nuva took on the last of the Rahkshi, Takua shook off Turahk's fear attack and ran to his dying friend Jaller's side. Jaller, extremely weakened, told his friend that he had seen the hero in Takua and knew who the real Toa of Light was. Then Jaller fully succumbed to Turahk's fear attack, leaving Takua stricken with grief. As Jaller's last words came back to him, Takua realized what he had to do. Though he hesitated, he donned the Kanohi Avohkii, and energy from the mask enveloped Takua in a great light, blinding even the Toa Nuva. When the light had passed, Takua had become a Toa, and presented himself as Takanuva, Toa of Light. Testing his powers, the new Toa unleashed a blast of light at Turahk, defeating him, and finished transforming the statue, which turned out to be a carving of his mask as a Matoran. Takanuva picked up Jaller's lifeless body, and silently walked away. 

Later, Takanuva stood in front of Jaller's mask, which was floating in a beam of light. Vakama walked up to him, and they talked about his destiny. Takanuva, full of resolution after the conversation, turned back to the beam of light and vowed that Jaller's sacrifice would not be in vain. 

At the Kini Nui, the Toa Nuva built the Ussanui. Takanuva placed the Shadow Kraata inside a special compartment in the Ussanui, stating that it would lead him to Teridax's lair. Hahli walked towards the Ussanui, placing Jaller's mask on it, and wished Takanuva good luck. Pohatu asked Takanuva about where they were going to sit on the Ussanui, and Takanuva told the Toa Nuva that he was going alone, and told them to gather the Matoran and wait for his return. While the Toa were talking, Hahli secretly sneaked into the Ussanui.

Takanuva activated the Ussanui, and sped down Kini-Nui to the entrance of the Mangaia. He crashed the Ussanui into the door, breaking it to pieces. Hahli emergedd from the debris, and said that she would record the chronicler for Takanuva. Takanuva had no choice but to let her come along, and he grabbed the Shadow Kraata as they went in. It was dark in the lair and green mist floated everywhere. The pillars where the Rahkshi had been stored earlier lined the sides of the dark chamber. Takanuva placed the shadow Kraata on the floor and it slithered away into the darkness, screeching. Takanuva then heard Teridax's voice. The Makuta slowly emergedd from the darkness, revealing himself to Takanuva and Hahli. Takanuva ordered Hahli to go back to the surface, and summon all the Matoran to the lair. Hahli left before Teridax challenged Takanuva to a crude game of Kolhii, in which each of the combatants would use their weapons to charge a ball of Energized Protodermis with either Shadow or Light, and then hit that at the other. As the game began, Takanuva found himself losing against Teridax, and barely surviving. 

Hahli, meanwhile, ascended to the surface after Takanuva told her to summon the Turaga, Matoran, and Toa Nuva. She told the gathered villagers of Takanuva's plea to have the others go down to Mangaia as well. This raised much argument, especially among Vakama and Onewa. As Takanuva fought for his life down below, Hahli gave a motivational speech, during which she mentioned Jaller's sacrifice for the island. Having convinced them, Hahli and the others went down into Teridax's lair, and witnessed Takanuva's battle. As the two looked around at the new arrivals, Teridax taunted Takanuva and destroyed the way by which they came, trapping them. Takanuva, enraged by this act, took a ball of Energized Protodermis, imbued with light, and flung it at Teridax, using his special move he had attempted during a Kolhii Tournament earlier.

Caught off guard, Teridax was blasted back. As Takanuva went to investigate, Teridax rose again. As he prepared to attack, Takanuva jumped on him, and switched their masks. The force of this caused the two beings to fall into the pool of Energized Protodermis. As the Matoran gathered around the pool, a glow began to encompass the room. Within moments, a new being rose from the liquid, a fusion of Takanuva and Teridax, Takutanuva. As this being spoke, he lifted a massive gateway. Struggling, he succeeded in lifting it, and the island's inhabitants crossed through. As Hahli moved through, Takutanuva stopped her, and took the mask she was carrying. Focusing his power, he used his energy to bring the mask's owner, Jaller, back to life. As Jaller and Hahli continued moving, a struggle took place within Takutanuva. While Teridax tried to take control, the weakened body of Takutanuva could not take the pressure of the massive door above him. The two split apart and the door fell on them, crushing Teridax's armor. Out from the dust, Takanuva's mask, the Avohkii, clattered out.

After the dust cleared, Vakama picked up Takanuva's mask, and began a ceremony at a carving on the floor of the symbol of the Three Virtues. As the Toa clasped hands, Hahli stood on the Unity symbol, while Jaller stood on the Duty symbol. As Vakama placed the mask on the Destiny symbol, there was a whirlwind of dust. On that spot, Takanuva was regenerated, and spoke to his friend, Jaller, as the ceremony ended. After finishing, he used his powers over light to illuminate the area, revealing another island in the distance. As the Turaga saw their homeland for the first time in 1,000 years, they told the others that for Mata Nui to be awakened, they must return to the Matoran's home island. The island's villagers then returned to the surface and proceeded in building boats to facilitate their return.

Later, on the surface, Hahli encountered Turaga Nokama.

"Yours has been a hard road Hahli, but you have persevered," she told Hahli. "Not all Matoran thought you were worthy of the challenge. But I saw what is in your heart and believed in you. Your Virtue unlocked the mystery of the Stones, and why they have stood so long. Now they have gathered us all here. Takua now walks among the great Toa. His role as Chronicler is forfeit. It is time for that honor to pass on to another special Matoran. It is your honor, Hahli, from this day forth. The boats are being crafted, Chronicler. Soon we will depart for Metru Nui. Ready yourself, for there are many adventures to come!"

Hahli nodded solemnly and then turned to stare out across the ocean.

After they were all at the surface, the Turaga told the Toa Nuva that they were not the first Toa. The Toa Nuva were shocked and wanted to hear more. Vakama began to tell the Legends of Metru Nui to the Toa Nuva while the Matoran constructed Boats to cross the Silver Sea. These stories were meant to strengthen the Toa's hearts. After many weeks, the Matoran departed from Mata Nui, never to return. Just before they arrived on the shores of Metru Nui, Hahli questioned Vakama if any more tales of the Toa Metru remained to be told. Vakama denied the fact that there were any, deciding to keep the last story about recovering the Vahi from the Silver Sea to himself. The group was greeted by the Rahaga and Turaga Dume on Metru Nui.

Search for the Mask of Life

After the Matoran had left Mata Nui, The Shadowed One received word of the defeat of Teridax and sent Zaktan, Thok, Avak, Reidak, Hakann and Vezok to investigate. These 6 Skakdi arrived at Mangaia, where they saw Teridax’s smashed armor and evidence of battle. Reidak found and took the Kraahkan, but was blasted by it with dark energies. He threw the mask in anger into the Silver Sea. Looking through the lair for anything important, Hakann found the Spear of Fusion, accidentally triggering it in reverse on Vezok. The resulting being, a silver-armored crazed Skakdi, was dubbed Vezon by the rogues. Teridax, whose essence was still present, used his powers to implant the idea of a Mask of Life into their heads. Stealing the spear, Vezon escaped as the group was attacked by Mana Ko. The rest of the Piraka managed to elude the beasts, and soon emerged on the surface, on the island of Mata Nui. Disgusted by its paradisaical nature, they quickly gathered up Toa Canisters and set a course for Voya Nui, the location of the Ignika.

Meanwhile, when Vezon arrived on Voya Nui, he discovered the secret staircase, and was allowed past all of its defenses as a result of being wanted by the Ignika for a protector. Upon arriving in the Chamber of Life, Vezon attempted to take the mask, but was instead cursed by it. He was fused to an enlarged spider Rahi, a Fenrakk, given the power of foresight and the ability to absorb kinetic energy, and the mask fused itself to Vezon's head, making him one of its guardians. Vezon remained in the chamber for the next few weeks, toying with the Spear of Fusion and waiting for his quarry to arrive.

*

Six powerful figures stood on the shore of the once-great city of Metru Nui. They were the Toa Nuva, heroes whose power and skill had defeated the darkness and allowed the Matoran to return to the place that had once been their home.

All around them, Matoran were hard at work rebuilding the city. It had been damaged centuries ago by a massive earthquake and then overrun by Rahi beasts. Most of Metru Nui was in poor shape, some of it completely ruined.

The Toa Nuva and Takanuva, Toa of Light, had spent most of the past few weeks assisting in this effort. Now they had been called away by Turaga Vakama and Turaga Nuju for a private conference. From their expressions, the Toa could tell they were not about to hear good news.

Vakama led the Toa to an isolated spot where Turaga Dume was waiting for them. Dume had been living in Metru Nui, waiting for the Matoran to return, for over a thousand years. He looked at the Toa Nuva with undisguised desperation in his eyes.

“My friends, I do not know how to say this”, he began. “One thousand years ago, the Great Spirit Mata Nui was struck down by treachery and cast into a deep sleep. It is said that you Toa Nuva are destined to one day awaken Mata Nui and restore light and peace to the universe.”

Tahu Nuva frowned. They knew all this already. Bringing the Matoran back to Metru Nui had been the first step toward awakening the Great Spirit.

“I have studied the stars, few and dim as they now are”, Dume continued, gesturing toward the darkened sky. It was true that few points of light could be seen, and those that were visible had hardly any glow. “I have consulted with Turaga Nuju, who was once a talented interpreter of the messages to be read in the heavens. He agrees with my findings.”

“Which are?” Kopaka Nuva asked, impatience creeping into his voice.

“Mata Nui is not merely asleep”, Dume said quietly. “My friends, Mata Nui is dying.”

After the initial shock and disbelief had passed, the Toa Nuva insisted on seeing the proof of Dume’s claim. He and Nuju showed them how the passages of the stars, and their diminishment in brightness and number, spoke of an end to all things. In the time that had passed since Mata Nui first fell into slumber, the Great Spirit’s hold on life had gradually grown weaker. If action was not taken, he would die, and all hope for the universe would be lost.

“What can we do?” asked Gali Nuva, Toa of Water. “With all our power, there must be some way we can save Mata Nui.”

“And so there is”, said Dume. “There is a great Kanohi Mask of Power – the Mask of Life – hidden far from here. That mask is the key to saving the life of Mata Nui. You must travel to an island that should not exist, but does, to find this treasure.”

“And when we have found it?” said Onua Nuva, Toa of Earth. “Then what?”

“It is our belief – our hope – that once you have the mask, the Great Spirit will find a way to tell you what to do next”, said Turaga Vakama.

Tahu Nuva nodded. “This doesn’t sound very hard, not compared to some of the things we have already done. We travel to this island, find this mask –“

“And quick-save the universe”, finished Lewa Nuva brightly. “Just like past-old times!”

Turaga Dume shook his head. “Do not take this task lightly, Toa Nuva. The stars are there for all to see, including those with evil intent. There are some who would not weep at Mata Nui’s passing... and others who simply wish to possess the awesome power of that mask. If they should reach its hiding place before you...”

Tahu turned to Gali. “Tell Takanuva: We must leave at once.”

“No!” snapped Dume. The others looked at him, startled. “Takanuva must stay here.”

Kopaka wheeled on the Turaga. “I don’t understand. You tell us that this mission is vital, and then subtract one-seventh of our power. Why?”

“Metru Nui must be defended in your absence”, Dume explained. “The stars say that it is Takanuva’s destiny to remain here and guard the Matoran.”

*

“I have to stay?” asked the Toa of Light in disbelief. “The others may need me. I should be with them!”

“You are needed here”, said Turaga Vakama. “The time will come when your power may be all that stands between us and the darkness. On that day, you must be prepared to act. Until then, your place is in Metru Nui with us.”

“All right, I will stay”, promised Takanuva. “But the others – do you think they will be all right?”

Vakama pondered for a long moment before answering. Then he said simply: “No, Takanuva. No, I do not.”

*

The only safe way to reach Voya Nui, also referred to as the "Island of Doom" or the "Daggers of Death", was by Toa Canisters, instead of boats or airships. Shortly after revealing this news, Dume led the Turaga and the Toa Nuva to a spherical room underneath Onu-Metru where six Toa Canisters were floating. The Turaga then witnessed the departure of the Toa Nuva for the island of Voya Nui.
After their departure, Jaller was suspicious about the disappearance of the Toa Nuva, and therefore, he attempted to question the Turaga. The Turaga refused to answer him. Furious, he ordered a strike in the city, for all reconstruction work to stop until the truth was revealed.

*

The Island of Voya Nui:

The small armored figure walked purposefully across the rocky landscape. His eyes scanned the ground and the steep slopes on either side, searching for the slightest sign of moisture. It was a ritual he repeated every day without fail, but one that grew more frustrating each time.

“There is precious little water left”, Garan thought as he studied the bone-dry terrain. When the lake fully recedes, I don’t know what we will do. Only the green belt near the coast remains lush, and none but the Great Spirit knows why.”

In the distance, the volcano rumbled and spewed red-hot lava into the air. The ground trembled beneath his feet, but Garan had long since learned to keep his balance. A Matoran villager on the island of Voya Nui quickly mastered the art of dealing with eruptions, tremors, and drought, or he did not last long.

He stopped at what looked to be a likely spot. Crossing his twin tools, he fired a pulse bolt at the ground. It blasted through the rock, gaining strength as it traveled, until it dissipated about six feet down. A little puddle of stagnant water rested at the bottom of the hole.

Garan sighed and looked out at the ocean in the distance. “So much water, and none that we can drink. If only –“

Hie eyes caught sight of something bobbing in the surf far below. It gleamed in the bright sunlight... it looked like a canister of some kind. As Garan watched, it struck the ice ring that surrounded the island and ground to a halt.

The lid of the canister rotated with a hiss and then fell off, sliding across the ice and back into the water. Part of Garan wanted to run down to the shore to see what was inside, but he restrained himself. He crouched behind a boulder and watched carefully.

After a moment, a figure emerged from the canister. He was strong and lean, clad in snow-white armor that was lined with spikes. Long, muscular legs ended in two-toed feet that effortlessly gripped the ice. Strangest of all was the face, with eyes that glowed red and a smile that could best be described as savage. The figure paused and looked around with seeming satisfaction, then began walking down the path that led to the Matoran settlement.

Garan peered around the rock to keep the being in sight. The armored figure didn’t look like anything he had seen before, but there was no mistaking the aura of power that surrounded him. It seemed impossible, but there was only one thing this new arrival could be -  Toa!

The white figure stopped suddenly. A Visorak was watching him from behind some nearby scrub, and evidently the Toa had detected it. Casually, as if he ran into such things every day, the Toa waved a hand in the Visorak’s direction. The scrub suddenly came to life, its thick branches wrapping around the spider creature and squeezing tight. It did not let go until the Visorak had collapsed, its only movement an occasional twitch. At that point, the plant went back to being just a plant.

Garan was awestruck. With powers like that, this new Toa would be able to solve all of Voya Nui’s problems in no time. He smiled happily, confident that the Matoran’s old way of life would soon be just a memory.

*

Reidak waited impatiently inside his canister. He had felt it wash up on the shore minutes ago. Zaktan had stated that Matoran would be sure to come investigate, and when they did, he was to open the canister and declare that he was the Toa of Earth.

This, Reidak decided, sounded all too much like some of Zaktan’s other plans. They always tended to be overcomplicated and too subtle for Reidak. After all, he wasn’t a Toa – he was an ex-Dark Hunter and now a Piraka. He didn’t even look like a Toa. All the Toa he had ever met were small and weak and usually died much too quickly. He preferred opponents with more longevity.

“I have had enough of this”, he grumbled to himself. “I have heard only sea birds landing on this canister. If the Matoran will not find me, I will find them, much to their regret.”

Shrugging his powerful shoulders, Reidak tore his way out of the metal canister. Brushing scraps of iron off of himself, he stalked inland.

*

Balta had come upon an opened canister while scouting for food. He had no idea what it might be. Perhaps Matoran from some other village had received the messages they had been throwing into the ocean and sent supplies? He knew that this was highly unlikely.

Hos doubts were quickly confirmed. The canister was empty. But there were footprints trailing away toward the settlement. Balta decided that food could wait. This was a mystery, after all, and Voya Nui could use a little mystery.

He caught up with the red-armored newcomer about an hour later.

*

On the island of Voya Nui, six canisters arrived, but inside it were no Toa, but six beings calling themselves the Piraka. The Piraka consisted of Vezok, Thok, Hakann, Reidak, Avak, and were led by Zaktan, who was made out of Protodites, meaning that he had an unstable body structure and that he could reform and shift his body at will. Later, when they started to meet some Matoran, they called themselves Toa to fool the Matoran. The Matoran did not know what Toa were, other than that they were a particular group of six. Thus so, the Piraka made them do meaningless tasks, like digging trenches on the side of the volcano and building a great fortress that no Matoran could ever enter. Often they slightly harmed one or two Matoran using their powers. In time, Avak crafted six strange launchers, but two Matoran, Garan and Kazi stole one. Meeting with other four Matoran, Dalu, Piruk, Balta and Velika, they realized these launchers were weapons to fight the Matoran themselves.

Hakann and Avak however realized that the Matoran were beginning to be suspicious of the "Toa". To allay their suspicions, the two Piraka created a creature composed of Fire and Stone and had it attack the Matoran. Hakann controlled it, while Avak drove it away from the villages, pretending to defend the Matoran. However, as they walked away Garan and Balta followed them, heard them talking and learned their secret. The two Matoran soon rounded up their friends and the Voya Nui Resistance Team was formed. The Matoran all met in a Mountain Hideaway. It was fortunate they were there, because just then, Zaktan ordered Avak to bring a Matoran called Dezalk so he could test their new Antidermis and Zamor Spheres. Their invention was successful, therefore, Zaktan ordered Dezalk to bring all of the Matoran to one gathering place for a meeting.

And so the meeting was held. All but the six Matoran stood excitedly for the meeting with their "Toa". This meeting, naturally, was a trap, so that the Piraka could use the Antidermis and Zamor spheres, which turned Matoran into lifeless zombies, obeying any command the Piraka gave. Dalu later reported this to her fellow comrades, but they were too late. The Matoran did find Dezalk, however, who was still enslaved. Unaware, he led the team to Mount Valmai, where the team witnessed the entire population now laboring lifelessly day and night just to empty a volcano. Piruk also spied on the Piraka, reporting to his friends his findings.

The Voya Nui Resistance Team managed to steal a Zamor Sphere, but Balta was chased by Vezok and Thok, passing the Sphere on to the other Matoran.

Then the Toa Nuva arrived. They scouted around the area. Soon, they encountered two Piraka, Hakann and Reidak. As the Toa Nuva fought against them, Hakann deserted Reidak, and attempted to flee the battlefield. Before he could leave, he was joined by Zaktan, and the three Piraka began assaulting the Toa. 

“Toa. You are an anachronism--pure and noble heroes, still striving for right in a universe of chaos, unwilling to admit that your day is long over”, Zaktan taunted during the fight.
Soon, they were joined by their allies, Avak and Thok, and gained the upper hand over the Toa. Kopaka was soon defeated by Avak, and Gali was beaten by Hakann. While Pohatu, Onua, and Lewa took down Reidak, Tahu fought Zaktan in a sword fight. He, too, was defeated by Zaktan and knocked unconscious. After Lewa, Onua, and Pohatu imprisoned Reidak, they came back to the scene of the original battle. Surprised, Lewa and Pohatu were quickly taken down. Onua, badly outnumbered, made a last-ditch effort to win. Before he could make it to his teammates and revive them, he too was knocked out. The Toa Nuva were stripped of their weapons and Kanohi Nuva and taken to Mount Valmai. As all the Piraka, minus Zaktan, prepared to throw the heroes into the volcano, the mountain began shaking, followed by an eruption. The Piraka fled, allowing the Toa Nuva a chance to escape. 

Back on Metru Nui, Nokama secretly revealed to Jaller that the Toa Nuva were on their way to Voya Nui, and had not returned. Jaller decided to take the initiative and set off for Voya Nui to help the Toa Nuva, with a team of five other Matoran.

*

Turaga Dume, elder of Metru Nui, slammed shut the door of his chamber. Although his face was covered by a Kanohi mask, no one needed to see his expression to know he was filled with cold fury. He looked at the six Turaga assembled around the table, then made a sound of disgust and turned away.

“We have reached the end”, he said, staring out the window at the city he loved. “In a matter of weeks – perhaps months – the Great Spirit Mata Nui will be dead. When he dies, so, too, will our universe. It is time to lower our voices, avert our eyes, and wait for the darkness.”

He turned adruptly and pointed a shaking finger at the other Turaga. “But one of you... could not let our tale conclude with dignity. One of you has betrayed us!”

Stunned by the accusation, the six Turaga looked at each other. Since their return to Metru Nui, they had spent almost all of their time in this chamber, trying to think of some way to forestall disaster. Turaga Dume and Turaga Nuju had read in the stars that Mata Nui was not merely asleep, as they had long believed, but was actually dying. Only the legendary Kanohi Mask of Life could save him.

In desperation, the Turaga sent the heroic Toa Nuva on a quest to the island of Voya Nui. Their mission was to find the Mask of Life and save the Great Spirit. Many days had passed with no word and no sign of them, until even Turaga Vakama conceded that they must have failed... or worse. Only the Toa of Light remained in the city, and there had been much debate about sending him to rescue the others. But it was agreed that a single Toa, even one as powerful as he, would stand no chance if six Toa Nuva had fallen. More, Dume insisted that if by some miracle the Toa Nuva did return with the mask, Takanuva’s presence in the city would be of vital importance.

That left the Turaga with nothing to do but wait and hope. As one day turned into the next, it became increasingly obvious that it was all in vain. The Toa Nuva were gone, the Great Spirit was doomed, and all he had created would perish with him.

“We had agreed that the Matoran would not be told”, Sume continued. “After their great efforts to return to their homeland, it would be beyond cruelty to tell them their time would be cut short. So now I must ask – who among you dared to break this agreement? Who told the Matoran their world is about to die?”

“Now, wait”, said Onewa, Turaga of Stone. “How do you even know anything was revealed? I hear no shouting in the streets, no wailing that the end is coming. Believe me, in my time, I have come to know the sounds of panic, and there are none to be heard.”

Dume sat down heavily in his chair, as if the weight of all his years was on his shoulders. “Jaller is gone”, he replied. “Jaller, who insisted strongly that the Matoran had to know where the Toa Nuva had gone, and why. And with him are Matoro, Nuparu, Kongu, Hewkii and Hahli, all of them vanished from their homes overnight. They were last seen in Le-Metru, heading for the abandoned underwater chutes that lead to the south.”

“You don’t mean...?” began Whenua.

“Jaller would never be so foolish”, said Vakama.

“Oh no”, whispered Nokama, looking stricken. “I never thought he would...”

Dume turned to look at her. When he spoke, his voice was hard. “So. You told Jaller.”

“Yes”, Nokama replied, with more than a hint of defiance in her voice. “We are facing the possible end of the universe. The Matoran – our friends – have a right to know why they are going to die. But I never imagined Jaller would try to act o what I had shared with him.”

Nuju whistled sharply twice, and then made a slashing motion across his throat. Vakama nodded in agreement. “You’re right, Nuju. They will never make it to Voya Nui alive. We have no choice. We will have to send Takanuva to bring them back.”

“Something I would gladly do”, Dume replied. “Except that he’s gone, too.”

*

“You shouldn’t have come”, said Jaller.

“You shouldn’t have gone”, Takanuva answered.

The two of them were scouting ahead, while the other five Matoran moved cautiously across the blasted landscape. They had emerged from the underwater chutes only a few minutes before to find themselves on a long, narrow land bridge. They had no clear idea how to reach their destination, other than to travel south and then “up”.

“Hahli was right”, Jaller muttered. “It would have been easier to return to Mata Nui and sail south from there.”

“It’s a big ocean”, said the Toa of Light. “We still might never have found it. I’m not sure what one Toa and six Matoran will be able to do against whatever stopped the Toa Nuva, anyway.”

“Whatever it is, we’ll do it. But you should turn back. If anything happens to you, the city will be defenseless.”

Takanuva gave a bitter chuckle. “And if Mata Nui dies, the city won’t matter. Besides, I couldn’t let you have all this fun by yourselves.”

Jaller paused on a rise. In the distance he could see a tunnel mouth, and beyond that... what? There was no way to know. The Toa Nuva had traveled to Voya Nui in protective canisters, for the Turaga had said any other means of travel would be too dangerous. That meant the Matoran could not count on any opposition ahead having already been dealt with, for the Toa had not passed this way.

“Do you remember that time I went to Le-Wahi, and you had to come find me?” Takanuva asked, recalling when he had been a Matoran. “You know, in the cave.”

“The cave full of stone rats”, Jaller said, nodding. “You were about to be desser.”

“You charged in, grabbed me... we both fell down a hole... ended up in a venomous rockworm nest”, said Takanuva, smiling. “Had to dig our way through a tunnel full of the remains of its meals to make it back to the surface. What a nightmare.”

“I remember”, said Jaller. “What made you think of that?”

“Just that I have a feeling that trip is going to seem like a Naming Day celebration compared to this one”, answered the Toa of Light. “Go back, Jaller. Let me find the Toa Nuva and the Mask of Life. It’s my job.”

Jaller shook his head. “We all live in this universe. That means saving it is everyone’s job.”

Takanuva sighed. It was next to impossible to win an argument with Jaller, especially when he was right. Rather than continue the debate, the Toa of Light pointed up ahead. “At least let me scout the tunnel alone. If there is anything in there, I’m better equipped to deal with it.”

“Be careful”, said Jaller.

Takanuva laughed. “Now where’s the fun in that?”

The six Matoran stood on the plateau, watching as Takanuva prepared to enter the tunnel. He had done a brief test of his elemental and mask powers, abilities he was still not completely used to. Once he felt ready, he surrounded his body with a luminescent glow and headed for the entrance.

Jaller watched his friend took one step into the tunnel and utterly vanished. He blinked and looked again, for it made no sense. The Toa of Light’s aura should have been able to pierce any darkness, making him visible until he was well inside the tunnel. Jaller could only think of one thing to say about this turn of events.

“Uh oh.”

*

In his previous life, as a Matoran, Takanuva had journeyed all over the island of Mata Nui. He had plunged into the frigid depths of the sea and climbed the snowy peak of Mount Ihu. He knew how it felt to be blasted with frigid air in the snowfields of Ko-Wahi. But he had never experienced true cold before, not like this.

His aura had vanished the instant he entered the tunnel. His efforts to restore it had failed, along with every other attempt to use his powers. He had stood up to Makuta, the master of shadows, and won, yet this darkness was proof against anything the Toa of Light could throw against it. Worse, it felt like he was surrounded by a mountain of ice, almost as though the warmth was being drained right out of his body.

He turned around, thinking it best to head back out again. But with the darkness so thick, he couldn’t be sure he was facing the entrance anymore. If he went the wrong way, he might be lost forever.

Takanuva digested that cheerful thought. Then he called upon the Mask of Light again, reasoning that maybe a pinpoint beam of light might succeed where a wider glow had failed. His spirit soared when he actually saw the laser shoot forth. But a second later, it too, had been consumed by the darkness.

“Consumed...”

Yes, that was what it felt like. It wasn’t that his powers were failing. Something in this tunnel was devouring his light, something hidden and powerful... and very hungry.

Takanuva shuddered, but this time it wasn’t from the cold.

*

Garan sat on a rock and wondered how everything had managed to go so wrong. For a thousand years, he and other Matoran had eked out an existence on the island of Voya Nui. It wasn’t easy, not with frequent volcanic eruptions, a dwindling water supply, no Turaga to lead them, and no Toa to protect them. Still, they somehow managed to thrive on this rocky island.

Then, mere weeks ago, it seemed as if their lives were about to change for the better. Six canisters washed up on the icy shore of the island. The powerful figures who emerged from them stated that they were Toa, come to guide the Matoran to a more secure future. Although, in some respects, they did not look like Toa – none of them wore Kanohi masks, for example – most Matoran were so thrilled by the newcomers’ arrival that acceptance was easy.

From the start, the behavior of these new “Toa” was strange. They did little to improve the daily lives of the Matoran. They committed acts of what could best be called casual cruelty. When they did finally put the Matoran to work on major tasks, they were bizarre ones. Some Matoran were detailed to build a vast stronghold, one which they would never be allowed to enter. Others were set to work digging holes in the side of the volcano and carving vast trenches to collect the lava that spilled out.

It wasn’t until later that Garan and a small group of his friends discovered the truth. These Toa were in fact raiders called Piraka, who had come to the island in search of some treasure they believed was hidden in the volcano. Worse, they were storing some sort of virus in their stronghold, one powerful enough to completely enslave a Matoran.

Before Garan’s group could act on what they had learned, the Piraka struck. When they were done, virtually the entire Matoran population of Voya Nui had been made into slaves. In a desperate maneuver, Garan’s best friend, Balta, got close enough to steal one of the virus launchers and bring it back to the others. Then he had vanished into the mountains, trying to lead away the Piraka who pursued him.

For the hundreth time in the past hour, Garan climbed up on an overhanging rock and scanned the mountainside for Balta. Lightning flashes illuminated the area for a kio around, but of his friend, there was no sign.

“If they caight him, he’s as good as dead”, he told himself. “Or worse, he’s become one of their mindless workers, laboring amidst the lava. No – I’ll die myself before I’ll let that be his fate.”

“Still no sign?”

Garan turned to see Dalu approaching. She had already asked three times to be allowed to search for Balta. Garan said no, fearing that if the Piraka were nearby, she would be lost as well.

“No.”

“Then I’m going”, she said firmly. “He’s out there and I’ll find him.”

“And if he’s dead?”

“Then I’ll avenge him”, said Dalu.

Piruk scrambled up the slope, out of breath. He had to take a few gulps of air before he could get his message out. “I saw them – the Piraka! Hakann was in the lead, and he was carrying someone up to the volcano crater. I think he is going to throw someone into the lava!”

Garan glanced at Dalu. They were both thinking the same thing: Balta must have been captured and the Piraka were executing him. “Get the others!” Garan shouted at Piruk. “We leave now!”

*

The Piraka known as Reidak grunted under his burden. While the others had to carry only one Toa apiece, he was stuck with two, the Toa of Fire and the Toa of Water. It wasn’t the first he had been used as a pack hauler for the group, but that didn’t make him any happier about it.

“Where’s Zaktan?” he growled, looking around for the Piraka leader. “How come he doesn’t have to carry one of these guys up the mountain?”

“That’s simple”, said Hakann. “Because he has us to do it.”

“He took the masks and weapons we collected from these Toa back to the stronghold”, said Avak, “leaving us to throw out the trash.”

Hakann chuckled. These six Toa had appeared on Voya Nui and wound up on the losing end of a battle with the Piraka. Some of the victors had wanted to take the Toa prisoner and find out why they had come to this Mata Nui – forsaken hunk of rock. Did they know about the powerful Kanohi mask said to be hidden here? Were they out to get it for themselves, or had something else brought them to this volcanic isle?

Zaktan made it clear he didn’t care. Even minus their masks and weapons, Toa were too much potential trouble. He ordered that they be tossed into the volcano and left to burn. Then he took the loot and departed.

*

Just before the Piraka could reach the volcano, it erupted. Scared for their lives, the Piraka ran away, leaving the Toa Nuva to die alone. Tahu had regained consciousness some time before and was ready to act. He called out to Pohatu, who kept rising up walls of stone, one after another, to keep the lava from coming through. With time to spare, Lewa helped carry Gali to safety as Pohatu helped Onua to his feet. Kopaka was unfortunate and burned his right leg, but thankfully Tahu helped him to safety. The Toa ran northwest to escape the hot lava. Tahu signaled for them to rest, thinking it was safe again, only to be confronted by the six Matoran northbound, ready and armed. The Toa realized that they were Matoran, and hoped to use them as guides, but the Matoran were suspicious and thought that the Toa were impostors too, allies of the Piraka.

Balta, at that point of time, was trapped in a cave. Some time before he had been running away from Thok and Vezok and dove into a cave. Vezok looked around, knowing that Balta was in the cave somewhere, and sealed it up. Just before Balta slipped into unconsciousness, Axonn carved out the cliff side, producing an exit. “What are you waiting for, Naming Day? Get out of there!”, he said  and told Balta to go to his friends and tell them to stop fighting the Toa Nuva before he left.

By now, Jaller was frustrated and told his friends to go in. Jaller ordered them to go into group of three. Jaller, Hewkii, and Kongu went first and immediately disappeared from view. Nuparu told the remaining two to tie themselves together so they would not get lost. They entered too and their Lightstones also "went out." Matoro stumbled around in darkness, but soon grabbed someone or something's hand. Feeling the rope being tugged, Matoro swiftly followed. Soon everyone was in front of Matoro, yet he was still holding something. Matoro turned around but that something let go of Matoro, unseen, and the Matoran continued onward. The Ignika, being sentient, had been following them telepathically and wished to test Matoro's worthiness as its prospective destined bearer, appearing as the unknown figure in the tunnel. Matoro had passed the test by being willing to help it.

Back on Voya Nui, Zaktan was arguing with the other Piraka. “It was Toa who defeated the Dark Hunters when we attempted to conquer Metru Nui. It was Toa who engineered the war between us and the Brotherhood of Makuta that still rages today. Leaving a Toa, any Toa, alive is like keeping a Doom Viper for companionship”, he argued. Telling them off on how they should have killed the Toa, he even mentioned Vezon, their seventh member who had deserted them a long time ago on Mata Nui. Thok told Zaktan that the Matoran progress on draining the volcano had slowed down by fifty percent due to the eruption. Zaktan ordered the others to find the Toa Nuva and work the Matoran harder, and they accepted their task.

Jaller asked if anybody wanted to turn around and go back. No one did. They all just kept going on the narrow land bridge before them, and on both sides, violent seas churned. The six Matoran and the Toa of Light headed for a stone archway, which only admitted to a dizzying path that ran between two mountains. Hewkii shouted to his friends as he pried a mask from the ground. He tried it on, then realized that it was a great mask, for the energy radiated from it. Knowing this, Takanuva tried it on and heard Hahli's thoughts. Jaller was notified that it was a Suletu and they went onward. They stopped to get some rest, Jaller keeping the first watch as Takanuva announced he would scouted ahead. Matoro could not sleep and started to talk to Jaller about his fears, only to be interrupted by a returning Takanuva, who had seen a Matoran on the other side of the archway. Almost immediately the six Matoran passed through the gate, but Takanuva could not. Jaller tried to go back, but that same barrier barred the Matoran from going back. Somehow, the Toa of Light could not go on, and after a long, depressing goodbye, they parted.

Meanwhile, the Toa Nuva were amidst in battle with the resistance team. And they were losing, because they could not attack that which they had sworn to protect. Tahu created a flaming wall, to give the Toa some relief. After some discussion, Gali was hit with Dalu's Chargers, which enhanced Gali's sight. Gali was able to see all sorts of things, even with her eyes closed. Seeing such beautiful and disturbing things caused her to lose her sanity. Kopaka had had enough at that point. He proceeded through the wall of fire and at the Matoran. Tahu doused his wall and ordered the other Toa to cover for him. Kopaka had already frozen three Matoran and was now fixated on the other two. Gali, at this point, went mad, attacked Tahu, who was carrying her, and ran away. The fighting stopped and the Toa tried to explain who they really were. Not believing them, the Matoran readied themselves for battle, just when Balta came running down. He told his friends that they were wrong, and the Toa and Matoran joined forces.

Miles away, Hakann was watching Zaktan, who was talking to Brutaka, although Hakann did not know his name at that point. Zaktan fired a Zamor Sphere at Brutaka, making him meaner and stronger, then Brutaka left. Hakann followed him.

Gali, after running around for miles, was lost. Axonn came and used his powers to cure her of her madness. Then he left again, before Gali could question him.

The Matoran from Metru Nui entered the lair, only to find themselves facing a huge cliff. After many discussions and arguments, they climbed up the cliff. When they finally reached the top, they came face to face with a group of Manas. The shy Matoran that they were following suddenly stopped, just as the Manas surrounded him. The Matoran beckoned to Jaller and his friends, and they followed.

As their Matoran guide led them into a huge canyon, strange and mysterious things were before them. The atmosphere there included hot ice, rocks that screamed, and a waterfall of dust that were just a few of the weird happenings. Hahli motioned and the Matoran looked up at the great metal castle, with more twisted towers than the land it sat on. By now, the Matoran had decided that it was time to go back, but Manas blocked off the entire canyon. With only one real choice, they walked forward. After a while, they encountered Karzahni for the first time. The Matoran recognized that name from the legends the Turaga told, as the other Matoran who lived there took their belongings. Karzahni ordered them to take off their masks. All did except Jaller, who had recently learned that his mask had been Lhikan's mask. Karzahni then used one of his powers, and Jaller saw a vision: a vision of what would have happened if he had not sacrificed his life for Takanuva. Startled by such a vision, Jaller took off his mask.

Hakann had been following Brutaka for hours, and had no clue what he was up to. Suddenly Brutaka disappeared from plain sight and reappeared behind Hakann, with his sword ready to slit the Piraka's throat. After a long talk, Hakann and Brutaka struck up a deal. Hakann could use Brutaka as a "servant" if Brutaka could have more Zamor Spheres filled with Antidermis. They headed back to the Piraka Stronghold.

Meanwhile, the Toa Nuva and Matoran resistance team formed a plan to retrieve the Toa's tools and masks. They too, headed for the Piraka Stronghold.

Over by the "green belt", where Avak and Thok were searching for the Toa, they came to a conclusion; that the Mask of Life was actually underneath the green belt where plant life was abnormally abundant and that Zaktan was just using Mount Valmai as a diversion. Avak and Thok, too, headed back to the stronghold to give Zaktan a piece of their mind.

All the six Matoran in Karzahni looked different with their new masks on. Kongu was quick enough to slip on the Suletu they had found earlier. Karzahni then ordered all of them to tend to the fires, with the exception of Hahli. Karzahni wanted to know what was happening in the "Outside World", and since Hahli was the Chronicler, she was perfect to tell him. She started to tell him as the other five Matoran went to work. After hours of almost nonstop talking, she took a short rest and asked Karzahni to tell his story. He explained how he and Artakha were created and given a realm to rule. How his brother made a refuge, while Karzahni created a place for broken Matoran and inefficient workers to come and be fixed back up.

The five other Matoran went straight to work next to a giant furnace, and after hours of aimless work, Nuparu left to look around. He called to his fellow Matoran to come follow him. He discovered tablets that explained what happened to all the poor conditioned Matoran. The tablets told the story of how injured Matoran in need of repair came to Karzahni. Karzahni, being a poor worker at his job, could not fix the Matoran that came to him. Therefore, he rebuilt them and gave them weapons to compensate for their new weaker state. He then shipped several off somewhere. And since the Turaga noticed that the Matoran never came back, they stopped sending Matoran to Karzahni.

One of those Matoran, Garan, at that time, was listening to Onua explain to him all about the Toa Nuva's adventures and the outer world. He marveled at the fact that other Matoran were taller and stronger, yet carried no weapons. He would rather keep his Pulse Bolt Generators.

Over by the stronghold, the tables had turned, with Zaktan no longer in control. Avak had trapped Zaktan in a cube-shaped cage that would produce ear-splitting sounds every time Zaktan tried to break out. This sonic hum drove the Protodites out of their minds. Just when Thok was about to "reclaim his title" as the new leader, Hakann arrived with Brutaka and shot a ball of lava at him, barely missing. Avak then tried to create a prison for Hakann, but it was already too late. Hakann continued to produce several lava balls, one of which actually hit Avak. After arguing about what happened, Hakann introduced Brutaka, who greedily eyed the crystal sphere of Antidermis in the center of the stronghold, and advanced inward.

At the posterior of the stronghold, Tahu tried to melt the lock of the rear door, with no success. After a while, Tahu had given up and it was Kopaka's turn to give it a try, but before he could, Piruk signaled to the others that a Piraka was coming. Taking advantage of this, Lewa stepped out in plain view and taunted Reidak. Reidak tried to punch Lewa, but only hit the door instead. Reidak kept trying to punch Lewa but each time made a larger dent in his own stronghold's door. Finally Lewa grabbed Reidak's arm on one of his attempts and bolted him through the door. Surprised, Reidak scrambled up and ran inside. The Toa used their powers, retrieved their tools and went to the eastern section to find their masks.

By this time, Reidak had stumbled upon the chaos involving the other Piraka. Avak and Thok were fighting Brutaka, as Hakann watched this scene. Reidak, realizing Hakann was behind all of it, came up behind Hakann, put him into a hold, and slammed him into Avak, accidentally freeing Zaktan to his own shock. Just then the Toa blasted open the eastern door, with their reclaimed masks and the resistance team. Zaktan tried to rally up his fellow Piraka to fight, but they just stood back, realizing that the Toa could get rid of Zaktan for them. Resorting to desperate measures, Zaktan offered to willingly give Brutaka more spheres and their secret if he could help him. Then in one flash of his sword, Brutaka agreed, knocking out six Toa Nuva and six Matoran. The Matoran were taken with the Piraka to be interrogated by Reidak in the Chamber of Truth, while the Toa were left in Brutaka's hands.

Back in Karzahni, the five Matoran met up with an ancient Matoran. It was from him that the five learned he and another group of Matoran were the ones who built the Toa Canisters. They were delighted, and asked the Matoran if there were any stored in Karzahni. The Matoran led them down to a chamber where six canisters were stored. While they were on their way there, Karzahni was done with Hahli and returned her to the furnace, only to see five Matoran missing. Furious that Matoran would oppose him, he perused his island, both with his eyes then his mind, and he found them. He quickly went after them, dragging Hahli behind him. The broken-down Matoran, by this time, had led Jaller and his friends to where the six Toa Canisters lay, all in a row. Immediately, Jaller ordered his comrades to enter those canisters once Nuparu found out how they worked, but they were held up by the Matoran, who was insane and told them that the canisters were only for Toa. Nevertheless Jaller left Nuparu to figure out its workings and the other four tried to go get Hahli, only to be stopped by Karzahni, who already had Hahli in his grasp. Karzahni called them all liars, believing that there were no Toa or Mata Nui, and readied himself to destroy the canisters.

Just when there seemed to be no hope, Matoro hatched a great idea. He threatened Karzahni to create the worst vision he could think of, which Karzahni angrily did. The vision described what would happen if Mata Nui were to die, with the catastrophic effects it would have on the Matoran Universe. At the end of the vision, Karzahni was momentarily frozen himself, enlightened by fact that Mata Nui had such great power and that the Great Spirit’s death would also be the end of his realm and many more. The Matoran took this chance, collecting Hahli and jumping into the canisters. They activated them, and were soon on their way away from the dreaded land.

The Matoran named Dalu regained consciousness just as her fellow friends were being taken to the Chamber of Truth, where Reidak would soon begin his interrogation. Zaktan was supposed to be taking her, but as he was too "busy" boasting about his second "victory" over the Toa Nuva, she managed to run away.

*

Brutaka dumped the last of the unconscious Matoran onto the pile outside the Piraka stronghold. He had already taken care of the Toa Nuva – though still alive, barely, they were someplace where no one would ever find them. As for the Matoran, one was being interrogated and one had slipped away in the confusion following the battle. All the rest were destined for enslavement and hard labor on the slopes of Mount Valmai.

Axonn, Brutaka knew, would be horrified by what he had done. That was because his ex-partner was a fool, still sitting around waiting for the return of a Great Spirit who was long gone. The Piraka, and others like them, were the future – beings who took advantage of the chaotic state of the universe and seized power wherever they found it.

“And the Kanohi mask they are searching for is the greatest power of all”, he thought. “Too bad I am going to take it away from them. And for Axonn’s sake, I hope he doesn’t get in my way.”

He gave the Matoran one last look. They were still out. By the time they woke up their fates would be sealed. Brutaka walked away.

Hissss...

The harsh sound made him turn back. A six-headed Doom Viper was slithering toward the fallen Matoran. The creature was known for its toxic breath, which was capable of killing any plant or animal exposed to it. One good exhale from it and all four Matoran would be history.

“They will probably be better off”, thought Brutaka. “All they have to look forward to is slaving for the Piraka, after all...”

The Doom Viper inched closer. One of its heads watched Brutaka, ready to strike if he made a move. But he did not.

Closer. One of the Matoran began to stir. It was much too late for that.

The doom viper reared its head back, ready to breathe its poison into the air. A short distance away, Brutaka’s eyes narrowed.

A small vortex suddenly appeared in the air near the serpent. Before the doom viper could react, the vortex had grown larger. Powerful currents and eddies swirled around a heart of darkness. The poisonous Rahi tried to flee, but the vortex pursued, growing bigger with each moment. With an angry hiss, the doom viper was sucked inside and disappeared. A moment later, the vortex was blinked out of existence.

The Rahi had been teleported to Mount Valmai’s lava.

*

Dalu was running up a hill, running out of breath, trying to get away. She kept running up, only to run into Zaktan and Hakann. Being overpowered, she gave up without a fight, and Zaktan and Hakann traveled to take her back. After some time, Hakann and Zaktan went into a argument over who let her loose. It resulted in Zaktan hitting Hakann against the wall with his laser vision. Hakann tried to retaliate by sending his heat vision at him, but Zaktan quickly let his Protodites spread out, narrowly escaping Hakann's attack. Zaktan then tried to launch a Zamor Sphere at Hakann, only to have Hakann dodge the green ball and attack with his mental blasts. Zaktan mustered enough strength to use his vision power to bring a boulder down on his "ally", crushing him. Zaktan then walked along some steps and retrieved more Antidermis from a huge container. Dalu used this opportunity to run away once again, this time to meet up with her friends.

Sometime after the Zaktan and Hakann fought, later Thok and Reidak were walking around Mount Valmai. After some talk and Reidak complaining about Voya Nui, Thok pushed Reidak off a cliff to fall to his doom. As Thok was running away from the crash site, wondering how much more wealth he would receive, Reidak climbed back up and attacked Thok with his Buzz Saw. He taunted Thok that he would throw him over the side as well.

Meanwhile, Avak and Vezok had formed an alliance. Vezok had already made this same deal with Reidak, so if Avak "kept his mouth shut" they might let him live if they found the Mask of Life. Just then, Vezok thought he saw someone in the trees, and used his impact vision to find out who it was. No one was behind that tree when he hit it. Then a smoothly cut tree fell toward both Piraka, barely missing both. Then two wooden spikes were hurled at them, both of which Vezok deflected using his Harpoon/Buzzsaw dual weapon. Avak then used his telescopic and X-ray vision to seek out the perpetrator. He saw a huge figure going northwest and both Piraka followed in that direction. Later on, the huge figure disappeared out of sight, and was nowhere to be seen. Both wondered where he was, arguing, while Vezok noticed a small cave opening. Directly in that cave, the Piraka found the records of Voya Nui. Vezok used his vision power to destroy all of them, just for fun. His doing this gave Axonn time to create a cave in, separating himself and Balta from the Piraka. Within this short amount of given time, Axonn and Balta talked. As Axonn created the symbol of Mata Nui on a wall, he told Balta of the legends of Mata Nui, as they were relevant to Voya Nui, and how he was betrayed and put to sleep. Then as Axonn fired pure energy from the tip of his axe, destroying the symbol, Axonn told Balta that if the Piraka were to find the Mask of Life, ''"Mata Nui shall die."''

After some time, arguments broke out and the Piraka, except Hakann, were fighting each other. It was one big brawl inside a forest, only to be stopped by Zaktan. He ordered them to stop, stating that if they would stop "behaving like starving Rahi" they could find the Mask of Life and leave Voya Nui. Thok then commented that none of them knew where the mask was, and Reidak suggested that they simply tear the whole island apart, to Thok's contempt. Zaktan continued to talk, saying that one Piraka, Vezon, knew where it was. Vezok, who had a bad connection with Vezon, shouted in anger at the sound of his name while slicing a tree in half. Zaktan still continued, stating that Vezon had betrayed the other Piraka and came to Voya Nui before the others did. Zaktan then ordered Thok and Reidak to go find him.

Soon thereafter, Thok and Reidak were walking along the blasted landscape, tracking Vezon. Thok found the canister that Vezon traveled to Voya Nui in. Just when the two Piraka were about to trail his footsteps, the ground cracked and they fell through. While hanging on for dear life, Axonn, who likely caused the cracks, lifted both of them up. He announced his contempt over the evil he had seen and faced all his life, stating how sick of it he was. Axonn then brutally knocked both Piraka over his head and threw them aside. Thok tried to attack with his vision power, but Axonn just deflected it with his giant axe. Reidak picked up a boulder, threatening to throw it, but Axonn launched his axe at the boulder, knocking Reidak off his feet. Thok questioned Axonn on who he was. Axonn replied that he was one of the many guardians of the Ignika as he summoned his axe back. Thok and Reidak then tried to get out of their situation by telling Axonn that they were just looking for Vezon. Axonn told them that Vezon had become a servant of the mask. One of the Piraka then smote Axonn. In rage he pulled his axe back, ready to strike, but Brutaka came out of nowhere and shot Axonn down with a beam of pure energy flowing from his sword. Brutaka stood over Axonn as he talked about how he had always been there to save his back, and that Voya Nui was now his.

At some point of time, Hakann came up with a plan to oust Zaktan using part of Vezok's power to imitate the powers of others. Reidak, Thok and Avak all joined him in crafting a Zamor Sphere which would siphon the power of the target into the user/users, though initially they were unwilling to even look at him when they arrived in the Stronghold.

Jaller and his friends were still traveling in the canisters. On their way to Voya Nui, the Red Star above produced a huge bolt of lightning. It split into six, and each hit an individual canister. The canisters soon landed on a cold beach on Voya Nui, and instead of the six Matoran emerging from it, six Toa did. These six Toa named themselves the Toa Inika. They crossed their weapons of energy, and a bolt went straight up, making their Spirit Stars. At this same time, the Piraka glanced up, witnessing six Spirit Stars appearing in the night sky, which worried them.

Near the Chamber of Truth, Balta awoke with a start. He noticed that Dalu was gone. He got the others up and together, they rescued Garan from the Chamber of Truth.

The Toa Inika started to calculate their next move, noting especially odd things about their transformation like glowing faces and living masks. They ended up triggering their mask powers, causing chaos as Nuparu flew uncontrollably, Kongu was unable to turn off his ability to hear thoughts, Matoro's spirit was separated from his body, and Hahli seemed to be talking to thin air, which was actually Matoro's spirit form. As they regained control, Matoro reported that he saw Matoran, and the Toa agreed that they needed to meet them and figure out what was going on the island.

The Toa Inika soon encountered Vezok. A brief battle followed, during which they discovered their immunity to Antidermis and that their powers were charged with lightning, Vezok was held at swordpoint by Jaller, but copied his and Matoro's powers to make a wall of steam and escape. Soon after the Toa encountered Garan. He explained to them who he was and took them on a long journey to the Matoran resistance's hideout.

After a long journey, the Toa Inika met the Matoran rebels and compared notes on what they knew. Armed with Zamor Launchers built by Velika, they split up into three groups: Jaller and Hahli went to free enslaved Matoran, Hewkii and Matoro went to visit Axonn, and Kongu and Nuparu were to sneak into the Piraka stronghold to search for the Toa Nuva. While Jaller and Hahli's mission went problem-free; Hewkii and Matoro found Axonn badly injured by Brutaka, and the titan told them to stop his former partner even if it meant killing him. Worse, while the other four Toa Inika attempted to cure the enslaved Matoran, Kongu and Nuparu infiltrated the Piraka Stronghold, in an attempt to locate the Toa Nuva. The Piraka and Brutaka encountered the Toa during their search, and attacked the two. Demolishing a wall, the remaining Toa caught the Piraka unawares, forcing them to mount a hasty defense.

Hewkii, sensing that Brutaka was the strongest of the group, isolated him by sinking him into the floor. Nuparu assaulted Zaktan, attempting to use a fist of earth to attack the Piraka leader. Failing to harm Zaktan due to his composition, Nuparu used his Kadin to disperse the Piraka leader's substance, and caught the Protodites in his wake. The Toa of Earth flew out of the fortress, and dragged Zaktan's Protodites to the ocean, intending to incapacitate him. Avak attempted to kill Kongu by creating a vacuum prison, and was defeated when the Toa of Air used his Suletu to distract the Piraka, breaking the prison and allowing him to create his own prison of intense air pressure.

Thok fought Hahli, keeping her off balance with his eyebeams. Hahli fired at the sound of his voice, stopping his attack. Thok, impressed, asked Hahli if she wanted to change sides, to which Hahli responded by firing at him again. Thok trapped Hahli in two stone hands and then fired at her while she attempted to escape the stone. Matoro, noticing this, blocked Thok's blow and Hahli broke the stone behind him.

Hakann, having plotted with Avak, Thok, and Reidak to steal some of Brutaka's powers, was unable to locate the Order member, and attempted to sneak out. Jaller noticed the Piraka's escape and engaged in combat with him. The Piraka taunted Jaller, insulting his mission, and attempting to dishearten him. The two had exchanged several blows when Brutaka managed to free himself, and Hakann took the opportunity to launch his Zamor Sphere, which was imbued with Vezok's energy absorption power. Thok, in combat with Matoro, noticed Hakann's solo attempt to acquire the power, and made contact with Hakann as the power was gifted to him, granting power to both Piraka. Using their vision powers, the two attacked all those present in the chamber, rendering everyone unconscious.

When the Toa came to, they realized that Hakann and Thok had forced the weakened Brutaka to reveal the location of the Mask of Life. Axonn arrived and began to go after the two Piraka, but Jaller told him to swallow his pride and let the others help, to which Axonn agreed. Realizing that the best way to stop the two was to return Brutaka's power to him and that the Piraka were the only ones who know how to do that, the two groups form an uneasy alliance. While the Piraka worked on the Zamor Sphere that would de-power Hakann and Thok, Axonn warned Jaller of the mask's guardians and handed him a glowing Zamor for "protection". At the same time, the Matoran were continuing their search, and they found records of Voya Nui's history - it had long been thought that many had been lost when some of the land sank underwater, but these records said that they might still be alive, to the shock of the Matoran.

Meanwhile, Hakann and Thok began to turn on each other. The resulting destruction made them easy to track, and the Toa Inika and other Piraka quickly arrived on the scene (Axonn chose to stay behind to look after Brutaka). Though most of the Piraka were taken out of the fight early, Hakann and Thok were soon put at a disadvantage to the Inika. The two Piraka called a truce and launched a combined attack, but at the same moment Hewkii hit them with the specially-prepared Zamor, restoring Brutaka's powers to him. As a result, both sides fell unconscious from their enemies' assault, leaving only Zaktan standing.

Back at the stronghold, Brutaka woke up to find Axonn watching over him. While Axonn expressed hope that Brutaka would return to protecting the Mask of Life instead of trying to claim it, Brutaka scoffed at him, and the former friends both prepared for deadly combat.

When the Toa Inika awoke, they found the Piraka gone, heading down a staircase that led to the Mask of Life. Agreeing that they could not wait for reinforcements, they quickly followed. 

*

Zaktan, leader of the Piraka, paused on the top step of the stone staircase. If the information he had been given was correct, there were a total of 777 of these steps, all leading down to a vast chamber. Inside that chamber was the fabled Mask of Life, an artifact so powerful even the might Brotherhood of Makuta had never dared try to seize it for themselves.

Of course, if all it took to get it was walking down a staircase, any Matoran villager could have gotten his hands on it years ago. No, the stairs were guarded, the chamber was guarded, and no doubt the mask was guarded as well.

“Is there anything in this miserable universe that isn’t guarded?” Zaktan wondered.

Despite the dangers, the Piraka would make the journey and do their best to obtain the mask, through fair means or foul. It was what they did, after all.

“Toa perform senseless acts of ‘heroism’ that benefit them not in the slightest”, Zaktan said to himself. “Matoran labor ceaselessly until they drop dead with an idiotic smile of satisfaction on their lips. And Piraka steal things other beings want.”

It was a good existence, if a dangerous one. There were plenty of opportunities to increase one’s personal wealth while engaging in random acts of destruction. And never underestimate the fun of exploiting lesser species, sparking environmental disasters, or ending the existence of the occasional Toa, all in the name of profit.

Not that everything was cracked Kanohi and wailing Matoran, he had to admit that. The Piraka had once been members of the secretive and extremely vicious organization known as the Dark Hunters. After centuries of stealing, burning, kidnapping, and other activities on behalf of the group and its leader, the Shadowed One, the Piraka had decided to strike out on their own. This guaranteed a death sentence from their former employer.

“But when we get the Mask of Life”, Zaktan thought, “we will see about that sentence – and just who will live and who will die.”

The idea sparked memories of the days that he and the other Piraka had spent as Dark Hunters. It was a period of time he tried not to think about, for personal – and painful – reasons. After all, when he first joined the Shadowed One’s service, he had been a whole being. Now he was a mass of squirming, buzzing, microscopic protodites, a monster in the eyes of even his fellow Piraka.

Against his will, his thoughts flew back to the past, his on and that of the other Piraka. Some of the memories were of things he himself had lived, others based on tales told by Hakann, Vezok, and the rest. Together, they formed a dark tapestry, a legacy of evil, that had now brought the six Piraka to the very brink of total victory.

Xaktan continued down the massive stairway, and remembered...

Zaktan’s reminiscences ceased. Amazingly, he had sifted through all these tales and memories in a matter of a few seconds. The staircase awaited, and at its end, everything he had ever wanted: ultimate power and the chance for revenge.

He had no doubt Vezon had already passed this way. Thok and Reidak had discovered a canister on another part of the Voya Nui beach, one that had not belonged to the Piraka or the Toa Inika. Where Vezon got it, he had no idea, but the tracks leading away from it definitely belonged to their short-lived ally.

“Vezon found his way here – I am not sure how I know, but I know”, Zaktan thought. “But he did not get away with the Mask of Life. If he had... somehow I would know that, too. He is still down there... waiting for us.”

Zaktan slowed his pace, allowing Hakann to pass him. He would grant the crimson-armored Piraka the privilege of being the first to encounter whatever lethal guardians might block their passage. With any luck, Hakann would be ashes long before they ever reached the mask chamber.

“Seven thousand years”, he said to himself. “I have known these five, fought with and beside them, and faced horrors in their company for all that time. It has all led up to this one day and this final crime. Six Piraka descend the stairs... but only one will return. And that one will be me.”

Zaktan suddenly paused. For a moment... only a moment... he thought he heard laughter. It wasn’t coming from behind them or before them, but rather it was in his own mind. He heard it as clearly as he heard his own thoughts, which just made the experience that much more disturbing.

For the laughter was not his own...

*

Thok watched Hakann disappear into the darkness. He could guess why Zaktan had allowed him to go ahead. It was the same reason Thok was purposely walking slowly and lagging behind. He had no intention of turning his back on any of the other Piraka, let alone being first in line to get devoured by whatever lurked here.

He could hear Hakann’s steady footsteps up ahead as he went down the stone stairs. There was something comfronting in the noise. After all, if he was proceeding at a normal pace, he must not have encountered any obstacles or foes.

“Maybe Vezon took care of all of them for us”, he thought, smiling.

Such happy thoughts were driven out of his mind by a yell from Avak. He had almost tripped over the battered body of Hakann. The crimson-armored Piraka was huddled in a croner, trembling with fear. His armor was glowing such intense heat that no one could even come near him, let alone touch him. The metal was literally melting before their eyes, but there was nothing to suggest a reason for it.

Then Thok realized that he could still hear the measured footsteps up ahead, the ones he had originally thought were Hakann’s. They were moving at the same unhurried pace as before, one after the other in an unceasing pattern. The only problem was, they weren’t going down the stairs.

They were coming up.

Zaktan briefly reminisced on the past while traveling down the staircase, remembering all the events that led the Piraka to this point.

The Piraka came to a fork in the tunnel, with the path to the left blocked to them. Upon descending, the Piraka's progress was impeded when Hakann was attacked and his armor began to melt, and a large figure was heard coming up from below. 

The crimson-armored Piraka named Hakann was trying to think. When in a dangerous situation, he knew, it was important to clearly and logically consider events and plan your next steps. And it would have been much easier to do if someone weren’t screaming.

It took a few moments for Hakann to realize the screams were coming from his own mouth.

“Stop it!” Hakann yelled at himself. “Stop behaving like some pathetic Matoran, and act like the murderous, treacherous Piraka that you are!”

What had happened? How had he gone from being in control to being a total, horror-stricken wreck, sitting on a staircase with his armor melting off him?

He made a mental leap to grab a shred of reality still floating around in his brain. Yes, now he remembered. The six Piraka had discovered the hidden entrance to a huge stone stairway. The stairs, they had been told, led down to a Chamber of Life where the powerful Kanohi Ignika was hidden. The Ignika, or Mask of Life, was the prize they had come to Voya Nui to find and steal.

There were complications, of course. After demolishing a team of Toa Nuva, the Piraka had encountered a second team of Toa on the island. These Toa Inika wielded lightning along with their other powers and actually proved to be a challenge. But the Piraka had still managed to get a head start down the staircase.

Hakann was in the lead. He knew it was potentially fatal to turn his back on his partners. But the one who made it to the chyamber first would get his claws on the mask first. He decided that was worth the risk.

He had made his way down a few dozen stairs, navigating by the glow of lightstones embedded in the walls, when he came to a fork in the staircase. The left passage was blocked with stone, but the right was open, so he went right. Suddenly, something flew at him from out of the darkness, too fast for him to dodge. As it struck him, he realized it looked like a zamor sphere. Had one of the other Piraka somehow gotten ahead of him to stage an ambush?

No, that wasn’t it, he realized. Zamor spheres didn’t make you feel like this. Hakann felt like the world was rushing by him and he was standing still. He felt dizzy and sick and warm... then searingly hot... as if the flame power he commanded had been unleashed inside him. He staggered backward, already seeing his armor starting to soften and run like rock in a lava pool. The pain was agonizing. Some little voice in his head was saying that this made no sense, because his organic tissue wasn’t near enough to his armor to be affected. The rest of him was too busy yelling in shock and pain.

Now something was lumbering up the stairs toward him. It was impossibly big and broad and the light glinted off its golden head and spine.

“Golden spine...? That would mean... no, that’s just a myth!”

But it was no fable approaching, teeth bared in a savage smile, claws ready to rip and tear. It was the nightmare of every member of Hakann’s species – a legendary denizen of the darkness who lived to destroy. It was a creature of myth that had never existed... but it lived here and now, and Hakann couldn’t help but scream its name.

“Irnakk!”

The Piraka turned and fled then, melted armor dripping on the stairs as he ran. He stumbled before he reached the top of the stairs. He could hear Irnakk coming up behind him. Desperate, Hakann tried to huddle in a corner. “Maybe it won’t see me”, he reasoned, as he shut his eyes tight. “Maybe... maybe it will be content just to kill the others.”

And the sound of footsteps came closer, and closer, and closer...

*

“What happened to him?” asked Thok, looking down at the terrified Hakann. “Is this some trick?”

“Hakann!” Zaktan snapped. “Stop screaming and tell us what happened!”

Reidak tapped Zaktan on the shoulder and pointed down the stairs. “I think that happened.”

The monstrous being called Irnakk appeared. Its laugh tore at the Piraka’s sanity.

“No...”, breathed Avak.

“Impossible”, said Zaktan.

Irnakk bellowed. The sound stabbed at the Piraka’s minds like a sword of fire. If they didn’t believe in it before, they had to accept the reality of this monster now.

“How can this be?” asked Thok, preparing for combat even as raw fear clutched at his heart.

“Everyone knows there’s no such thing as Irnakk!”

“Tell it that”, snarled Avak. “Maybe you can get it to agree it doesn’t exist.”

The brown-armored Piraka reached out with his power to create a prison around the advancing Irnakk. Before it could take shape, one of the multiple zamor spheres mounted on Irnakk’s shoulders took flight. It struck Avak dead center.

Irnakk subjected the Piraka to their fears through the power of his Zamor spheres. During the fight, Zaktan was drawn into Irnakk's mind, and realized that Irnakk would disappear if he ceased to be afraid of him. Zaktan did just that, telling Irnakk: “Horror is looking into the eyes of the Shadowed One, knowing you are about to die ... and then being forced to live. Horror is waking each day to see every part of your body moving on its own, a shifting mass of Protodites where once was solid metal and living tissue. Horror is what is in the eyes of your partners when they look at you ... and in the cries of your enemies when your swarm engulfs them. Don't talk to me about fear, creature--I am fear!” The giant, impressed, vanished.

Having witnessed through Matoro's mask power the battle between the Piraka and Irnakk, the Toa Inika came upon the same fork. Mysteriously, the left passage was unblocked instead of the right, and it appeared to have been so for a long time. Elsewhere, Garan and the other members of the Matoran resistance were searching for the missing Toa Nuva, knowing that the Toa Inika might need their help. The Toa Inika, traveling down the left tunnel, encountered an illusion of Toa Lhikan, who warned them to turn back before it was too late. However, they refused to turn down a vital quest. Before the Toa Inika could learn more, he vanished before saying that he would not have back down either, "But look what happened to me."

Back at the Piraka stronghold, Axonn and Brutaka continued their battle. The contest appeared even, since Brutaka had the advantages of height and reach over Axonn, but Axonn was stronger. Attempting to steal Brutaka's sword, Axonn was reminded that he gave it to Brutaka, and was subjected to a painful electrical shock. Seeking victory, Brutaka used his Kanohi Olmak to open a dimensional portal behind Axonn, which would not close until something passed through it, even if Brutaka was knocked unconscious.

Back under the volcano, the Toa Inika found themselves fighting illusions of Teridax, a Rahkshi Turahk, a Bohrok, a Bohrok-Kal, a Nui-Rama, and a Muaka. They triumphed far too easily, and the apparently deceased beings turned into the Toa Nuva. The Toa Inika were disheartened, thinking the illusions to be real and wondering what they might do next with their awesome power. However, Jaller was able to convince the group that they had to press on despite their fears, and they agreed. Moreover, the illusory Toa Nuva disappeared, and Kongu realized that they were illusions, having heard none of their thoughts with his Kanohi Suletu.

The Piraka continued their journey, contending with entrapping cylinders, a chamber filling up with water, and jets of fire. They eventually escaped, and set up an ambush for the Toa Inika, unaware that their bodies were beginning to show signs of change after being exposed to the water. Outside, the Matoran came upon the Toa Nuva, badly weakened by a device which was draining their elemental powers, and enslaved by Antidermis. Utilizing their own Zamor launchers, the Matoran freed the Toa Nuva and helped them get to the Piraka stronghold, informing them of the existence of the Toa Inika.

Upon arriving into a large chamber, the Toa Inika were greeted by the recorded voice of one of the Great Beings who placed the Ignika there many years ago. Proclaiming that the room they were in was the Chamber of Death, he informed them that in order for them to pass, one of them had to die. Matoro volunteered, claiming that out of the six Toa, he was of the least use to the team since he had been merely an interpreter and not a warrior, athlete, Chronicler, or inventor like the others. Matoro was destroyed by a beam of energy, but then his body was reconstituted, as they had passed by having the courage to sacrifice one of their own. Going onward, the group was attacked by a Protodite enlarged by the Mask of Life, called a Protodax which multiplied upon being attacked. As they began battling the creatures, they found that they doubled each time they were struck, and Kongu, using his mask, discovered that these Rahi were actually Protodites, enlarged by the power of the Mask of Life. As the Toa began fighting a losing battle, a flash of light drove off the Protodax.

Confused, Jaller thought that perhaps Takanuva, the Toa of Light, had followed the Toa Inika here, but, much to his chagrin, he soon found out that the flash of light was an attack by another guardian of the mask, Umbra. Umbra then told the group why he saved them from the Protodax, "The Protodax are violent beasts. They do not kill with honor -– they simply kill. I leave to them the simple-minded Rahi who accidentally wander down this far, but those with heart and spirit are mine to destroy." Then he began battling them, as was his duty. Using his lightning speed, he struck one of the Toa Inika, delivering a number of blows within seconds. As he overwhelmed them, he transformed into his light form, and quickly disarmed all the Toa in the blink of an eye. 

As the Toa tried battling Umbra in this new form, they quickly discovered how hard it would be to defeat him. After much trial and error, Matoro had a sudden idea, and began lining the walls of the chamber with ice. While Hahli provided moisture to aid Matoro, Nuparu put Matoro's plan into play. Tricking Umbra, Nuparu flew towards the ice-covered exit, hoping that Umbra would follow him. While Umbra followed him, Nuparu took a sudden turn, causing Umbra to ricochet off the icy walls, until finally he lay on the ground, defeated. With Umbra disabled, the Toa Inika retrieved their weapons and continued down the 777 Stairs.

Going forward, the Toa Inika found themselves locked in battle with the Piraka atop a bridge. The Piraka had set up an ambush. The elemental energies of the Inika caused the structure to collapse, and the Piraka finally proceeded to the Chamber of Life. Inside they encountered none other than their long lost member, Vezon. They discovered that he had the Mask of Life fused to his head and he offered to give it to them if they killed Vezok. Despite the willingness of the Piraka to do so, Zaktan discerned that Vezon could not give them the Ignika even if he wanted to. Vezon then deployed the Spear of Fusion to merge Vezok and Reidak, creating a monstrous giant who obeyed his commands by attacking the other Piraka, promptly defeating Hakann, Avak and Thok.

The Toa Inika, having survived their fall from the bridge, agreed that their only hope of victory over the Piraka was to fight with everything they could unleash.

Back at the stronghold, Axonn warned Brutaka that his actions would summon Botar, whose name instilled fear even in the sword-wielding giant. Driven to rage by his former comrade's corruption, Axonn attacked with unbelievable force, shrugging off Brutaka's attacks as if they had not even hit him. In desperation, Brutaka looked to the vat of Antidermis, but Axonn destroyed it before he could get to it. As it shattered, Axonn heard a voice besides Brutaka's crying out, deeper and more guttural. Bereft of his axe, Axonn managed to strike down Brutaka with a blast of power from his hands, and sanity returned to Brutaka's eyes just before he was knocked unconscious. Botar then appeared and took custody of Brutaka, and warned Axonn that any attempts to interfere with him would be met with Brutaka's punishment. Axonn vowed to free his friend, and as all three Order of Mata Nui members left, the portal Brutaka had opened was revealed to be a gateway to the Field of Shadows, as Krahka and the Tahtorak emerged from it.

Back inside the Chamber of Life, the Toa Inika arrived and confronted Vezon and Fenrakk. They discovered during the battle that Vezon had the ability to absorb the energy of the blows they made, thus making him and Fenrakk invulnerable. Instead of keeping up their elemental attacks, the Toa tried to force the pair into a pit of lava. To their amazement, the two went in willingly.

Jaller prepared himself to dive into the pit in order to retrieve the mask despite the knowledge that he would likely die. However, Vezon and Fenrakk re-emerged, with Fenrakk now transformed into the Kardas Dragon. The Toa then continued to battle against the pair, when Jaller realized that the Ignika was sentient and then ordered Kongu to read its thoughts. Kongu found out that, due to Matoro's attitude toward the other Toa, it was he who the mask wished to be its guardian, and that it despised Vezon. Projecting the thoughts into the Piraka's minds, Vezon was enraged and decided to kill Matoro. However, Jaller took the chance and fired the Zamor Sphere given to him by Axonn, which froze Vezon and Kardas in time and space. Matoro then stepped forward and removed the mask from Vezon's head.

At the Piraka stronghold, the Toa Nuva recovered their masks and learned from the resistance team who the Toa Inika were, setting out to meet with their friends. 

On their feet again, the Piraka attacked the Toa Inika, but the Mask of Life freed Kardas and made it blast Matoro with energy, who let go of the mask. The Ignika then flew upwards through the catacombs. The Toa pursued it, while the Piraka had a dispute involving the Spear of Fusion. Vezok wanted Vezon to be fused with him once again, but the other Piraka destroyed the spear, making it impossible. The pursuit of the Ignika continued, and it ended up traveling into the depths of Voya Nui bay. While attempting to retrieve it, Hahli was overwhelmed by immense pressure and began to drown. Before the other Inika could do anything, a mysterious Matoran emerged from underwater and brought Hahli back to shore. After gasping out a cryptic plea for help and mentioning a city beneath the waters, the Ta-Matoran collapsed and died.

*

The six Toa Inika stood on the beach, gazing at the dark water and lost in their own thoughts. Some, like Jaller, pondered the fate of the Mask of Life. Others wondered if the Matoran was telling the truth and there realy was a Matoran city beneath the sea. Regardless, the missing mask and deceased Matoran added up to the same thing in their minds.

“Maybe fate random-picked the wrong Matoran to be Toa”, said Kongu. “We failed.”

“No, Toa-hero, you succeeded”, a familiar voice said. “Now you just have to succeed again.”

Kongu and the other Toa Inika whirled in surprise. Comind down the beach, led by Axonn and the six members of the Matoran resistance, were the Toa Nuva. All of them had their Kanohi Nuva masks and their equipment and looked none the worse for their experiences on the island.

“Tahu!” Jaller shouted. “Gali! I can’t believe it!”

“We were afraid you might be dead!” said Hahli. “It’s so wonderful to see you. Now everthing will be all right.”

“Toa are hard to kill, you know that”, said Pohatu Nuva, smiling. “Ask Makuta... if he ever gets out from under that door.”

“Our Matoran friends found us”, said Tahu Nuva, “and freed us from the effects of the Piraka’s zamor spheres. One even offered to forge a new air katana for Lewa. By the way, where are the Piraka?”

Jaller swiftly related the events leading up to the discovery and loss of the Mask of Life. Tahu listened intently, and reacted with surprise to the news that a Matoran civilization might lie hidden under the sea.

“We were trying to come up with a way to follow the mask when you arrived”, said Jaller. “But now that you’re here, you can go with us.”

“Or maybe you would rather we just went back to Metru Nui?” asked Nuparu. Secretly, he hoped the Toa Nuva would brush aside that question. Having tasted the adventure of being a Toa, he had no wish to go back to guard duty on Metru Nui.

The six Toa Nuva glanced at each other. Kopaka nodded. Gali put a reassuring hand on Tahu’s shoulder. Then the Toa Nuva of Fire turned back to the Toa Inika. “I think, perhaps, it is we who should return to the city”, Tahu said. “Take your team, Jaller, and find the mask.”

“What?” Jaller said, stunned. “But you are Toa Nuva – the most powerful of all Toa – and this is your destiny!”

“It is our destiny to awaken Mata Nui from his centuries-long slumber”, Kopaka corrected. “You are fighting to save the life of the Great Spirit, which must be done before he can be returned to consciousness. And that, my friends, is your destiny – not ours.”

“We came to Voya Nui to find the Mask of Life”, said Gali Nuva. “We failed. If it were not for you six, we and the Matoran of this island would still be enslaved to the Piraka... or worse. Don’t you see? Your very existence as Toa is a sign from the Great Beings that you were meant to find the mask and save Mata Nui.”

Jaller didn’t want to accept it, but he knew there was truth in Gali’s words. Where the Toa Nuva had met defeat, his team of Toa Inika had succeeded, at least temporarily. That had to mean something, unless the universe was just playing a cruel joke.

“What about the Matoran here?” asked Hahli. “The Piraka are still on the loose. The villagers are still in danger.”

Tahu Nuva hesitated before repying. He hadn’t thought of that. Back on Metru Nui, the Matoran had the Toa of Light and the Turaga to look after them while the Toa Nuva were away. Here there were no Turaga or Toa to serve as protectors. Should they take the Matoran back with them to Metru Nui?

Before a decision could be reached, Axonn spoke up. “There is no need to be concerned”, he said. “I will remain on Voya Nui and see to the Matoran. We will rebuild their lives here, until destiny says it is time for them to leave.”

Jaller didn’t know what to say. Axonn had been a mighty ally, and the Toa Nuva far more than that. How could he and his friends say goodbye? And with the mask out of reach under the ocean, was there even a point to a farewell?

As if anticipating his worries, Axonn spoke again. “Fear not, my friend. There is a way to reach the undersea realm, but the way is treacherous... and your destination a place of death and despair. But if you are willing to make the journey, my axe can open the way for you.”

This time, Jaller did not look to his partners for their consent. He already knew what their answer would be. “We’ll do it”, he said. 

“Then meet me at the Matoran village in the center of the island”, said Axonn. “Your quest begind there.”

The goodbyes between the Toa Inika and the Toa Nuva were short and simple. Hands were clasped, words of encouragement exchanged, and assurances were given that this was not the last time they would see each other. When the time came to part, Tahu Nuva said: “Go now, Toa Inika. As Matoran, you showed courage and heart as great as that of any Toa. As heroes, you have proven yourselves worthy of joining the ranks of the greatest in legend. We will be waiting to greet you when you have fulfilled your destiny.”

Axonn stood beside Tahu Nuva as the Toa Inika walked away. When the six new heroes were lost from sight, the mighty guardian turned to Tahu and said: “They are gone. But I do not need to be wearing the Mask of Truth to know you lied to them.”

Tahu kept staring ahead. “Where we have to go, they can’t follow. What we have to do, they cannot be part of. And you know it.”

Axonn nodded. “Do you think the Toa Inika will succeed?”

Tahu Nuva turned away. “I think they can count themselves very lucky if they survive.”

*

A short time later, Axonn joined the Toa Inika in the center of the Matoran village. “This is the beginning”, the guardian said. “And Mata Nui will help see you through to the end.”

He unlimbered his axe and swung it at the ground twice, thrice, four times. His blows tore through soil and rock until he had dug a great pit. The floor of the pit was strange white stone. Axonn raised his weapon once more and threw it into the whole, smashing the white stone to bits and revealing a passage beyond.

“Your route lies through there”, Axonn said as his axe returned to his hand. “It will take you to the city beneath the sea and the Mask of Life... but take care, Toa. The ocean is home to many wonders, and many dangers... to figures of great courage, and some so evil that even the Order of Mata Nui could do nothing but banish them below.”

One by one, the Toa Inika climbed down into the pit and vanished into the darkness. Axonn watched them go, not sure what he felt more – fear for the Toa, about to face horrors beyond imagining... or fear for the fate of the universe, if they should fail in their quest.

*

In Karda Nui, the core of the Matoran Universe, the Brotherhood of Makuta had sent a team to enact a Siege on Karda Nui and its Av-Matoran inhabitants. Half of the team, led by Makuta Antroz, dropped Tridax Pods on the villages, releasing Shadow Leeches to drain the Light out of the Matoran, and turn them into Shadow Matoran. As Antroz's half of the team corrupted the Av-Matoran, the other half, led by Makuta Krika, flew to the swamp so that the Av-Matoran could not escape from Karda Nui.

Tanma idly dragged his swords along the hard ground, humming part of a tune he had composed himself. Every now and then, he would fire a little burst of light from the end of one of his weapons, chipping off a piece of rock and sending it flying over the edge of the land. Then he would peer over and watch it as it went down and down, finally vanishing into the mist far below.

Despite being a bit bored, Tanma had decided that life was generally good right now. It had taken a thousand years, but all of the villages had recovered from the Fall and the Matoran had adjusted to their new environment. Now it was just the routine of work of maintaining things – gathering food, keeping the vine bridges in good repair, and making sure the scareRahi were in place. That last task was the job Tanma and Gavla had been given today, and more mind-numbingly dull work Tanma could not imagine.

Of course, it didn’t help that he was partnered with Gavla. Although they were both Matoran of Light, Gavla acted more like one of those ice-cold Ko-Matoran types. She always had her mask in the air, like she was better than everyone else. As a result, no one really wanted to be around her.

“Are you going to work, or are you going to stand around?” Gavla snapped. Her voice always reminded Tanma of the high-pitched shriek of the wind just before a storm.

“Keep your mask on”, Tanma grumbled. “Itäs not like we really need these things anymore.”

That was true. Although flying Rahi had beena problem in Karda Nui for centuries, lately they had almost completely disappeared. No one knew why, but they weren’t going to question their good fortune.

Three Matoran shot past, heading down toward the swamp. Their improvised booster packs let them fly for short distances, so as long as they used them wisely, they could make the trip up and back. Tanma guessed they were going down to harvest vines, as one of the bridges between the villages was looking a little worse for wear.

Something flashed past the corner of his eye. He whipped his head around, but saw nothing. For a moment, though, it looked like a huge, black-winged shape had shot past. Some new kind of Rahi, maybe? Tanma hoped not. The village would need much larger scareRahi if the creatures were going to be that big.

There it was again! This time, Tanma got a better look at it before it vanished over a rise. It was jet-black, with small, scalloped wings on its shoulders and long, sharp claws. As it flew, it dropped something, but Tanma couldn’t tell what it was. He broke into a run. Gavla was over that way and she might have gotten a better look.

“Gavla, did you see -?” he shouted as he ran down the slope. But Gavla was nowhere to be seen. Neither was the shadowy winged visitor.

“Okay, so I’m imagining things”, Tanma said to himself. “Only I didn’t imagine it – I saw something, and Gavla must have, too. But where is she? Hiding, maybe? She doesn’t seem like the ‘run and hide’ type, but maybe...”

“Come on out!” he yelled. “It’s safe! Gavla? It was just some kind of a flier.”

Something slithered out from behind a rock, but it wasn’t the missing Matoran. What slipped past Tanma was a slime-covered leech about two feet leng, faintly glowing with a pale, sickly light. Tanma had turned to follow it when he heard a faint noise behind him.

He looked back to see a sight that would haunt him all the rest of his days. It was Gavla... and yet at the same time, it wasn’t. She had changed in horrible ways. Her feet had sprouted claws, and wings had emerged from her shoulders. Her blades had transformed into talons that were fused to her hands.

At first, Tanma thought it was all some kind of joke. Matoran of Light had the ability to alter how others perceived the color of their armor, an effective means of camouflage. But the wings, the claws... no Av-Matoran could change their shape like that.

Gavla was walking toward Tanma now, slashing the air with her talons, undisguised hatred in her eyes. Tanma was torn between trying to figure out what had just happened and simply getting as far away as possible. His legs voted for running, and since there were two of them, majority ruled.

He raced back toward the village. Gavla followed, never altering her pace or saying a word. “It’s almost as if she isn’t trying to catch me”, thought Tanma, “just keep me moving in that direction.”

Two bolts of shadow energy flew past his shoulder. Tanma turned to see they had come from Gavla. He hurled a burst of light back, striking the Matoran. The noise she made in response was horrible, something between a scream and an angry hiss. She fired another beam of shadow from her blade. This one hit Tanma, knocking him off his feet. It wasn’t so much the impact that had downed him as the shock of the ice-cold darkness.

“Why did you make me do that?” asked Gavla, her voice soft and almost gentle. “I donät want to hurt you. I want to help you.”

“What... what happened to you?” Tanma replied. “Your mask... your armor...”

“Oh, that”, Gavla said, chuckling. “You might say I saw the light ... by peering into the darkness. And now you’re going to see it, too.”

Tanma scrambled to his feet and stared to run. As he drew closer to the village, he stopped dead. There was not one, but three of the winged beings circling his home.

The attack continued, and the only Matoran who was not corrupted was Tanma.

Mahri Nui

Soon after the events on Voya Nui, the Kanohi Ignika, the Mask of Life, fell into the sea, and landed in a land under the waves. The Toa Inika followed down the Cord and were followed secretly by Vezon. The Toa encountered Zyglak and battled them. 

*

A formless wisp of greenish-black smoke slipped silently through a tunnel made of stone. To anyone watching, it might have seemed like a cloud of oddly coloured dust, and no more. But if they could have sensed the malevolent intelligence that drove its seemingly random movements, they would have fled in horror.

The Matoran villagers of the island of Voya Nui had known this hated substance by the name “antidermis”. The evil Piraka who had seized control of their island had used it to enslave most of the population, before finally being defeated by a team of heroic Toa. The crystal vat that contained the antidermis was smashed in battle, and the substance was scattered into the air.

But this was not the end. The tremendous willpower behind the antidermis forced its molecules to come back together. Now it was again whole – yet far from complete.

Once, in another place and time, the antidermis had been known by another name. Then it was housed inside black armor, its essence concealed by an infamous mask of power. Just as now, it was the intellect, the memories, the twisted ambitions, and the very life force of a legendary being.

He was called Makuta.

Hungry for power and worship, he had led his Brotherhood in a rebellion against the Great Spirit Mata Nui and actually defeated that mighty entity. But his plans extended far beyond just one victory. His continued pursuit of his goals led to an encounter with a Toa of Light, during which his armor was shattered. The armor was no longer able to contain his energies, causing them to leak out into the atmosphere.

Frustrated, but not defeated, Makuta had influenced the Piraka to seek out the object of power he needed: the Mask of Life. For a time, it looked like his pawns would succeed, until Toa once again interfered.

“First the Rahi beasts of Mata Nui, then the Bohrok swarms”, Makuta thought as his essence drifted through the tunnels. “Now the Piraka. When will I learn to stop working my will through others? All other beings are weak and pathetic fools who cannot begin to comprehend my plans. I, and I alone, must take matters in hand if my grand design is to succeed. There are obstacles, of course – there always are. The Mask of Life is not a prize easily won. But this game I play now is different from all others... and this time I cannot lose, for my longtime enemies will be my unwitting champions.”

A soft sound touched the minds of those who fought in the tunnels, so gently that they dismissed it as a trick of the senses. It was the sound of Makuta’s laughter.

“The Toa will get the Mask of Life for me... and doom their own kind in the process”, thought the master of shadows. “And what a perfect revenge that will be.”

*

Toa Inika Kongu dove out of the way as a wickedly curved dagger flew overhead. Looking up, he saw the blade had buried itself in the rock, about where his head had been a moment before.

“Just once – just once! – I’d like to take a trip-walk without someone trying to kill me!” he said.

Toa Inika Jaller ran past, stopped, turned, and fired a blast of fire from his sword. He aimed over the head of his scale-skinned pursuers, hoping to scare them off. It didn’t work. It would have failed even if he had aimed to burn them down. Driven by hatred and a need for vengeance, nothing was going to stop these Zyglak.

The battle was one more nightmare in a journey that had been filled with them. The Toa Inika had come to the island of Voya Nui in search fo six other heroes, the Toa Nuva, who had disappeared there. They found themselves in a battle with villains who had seized control of the island and were seeking the powerful Kanohi Mask of Life which was hidden there.

In the end, the Inika had won the fight, found the mask, and the Toa Nuva had been rescued. But a last blow struck by their enemies cost them their grip on the mask, and it plunged beneath the ocean waves. Their only hope of retrieving it was to journey through a labyrinth of stone tunnels that extended from Voya Nui down to the ocean dephts. Once there, they would have to find some way to locate the mask and get it back, not easy when some of them were poor swimmers and none could breathe underwater.

Of course, first they had to get there. As they moved through the twisted and narrow tunnels, the Toa quickly discovered they weren’t alone. The labyrinth was home to a race of warriors with a murderous grudge against Toa, Matoran, and anyone else associated with the Great Spirit.

*

The Inika battled the Zyglak. Later, when Vezon encountered the Toa, he smashed Matoro's head into the wall, and in the ensuing conflict, had his weapon, the Spear of Fusion, burnt to ashes by Jaller. Vezon was later carried off by the Zyglak after unsuccessfully trying to trade the Inika's lives for his.

*

Reysa stood impatiently at the edge of the fields of air, waiting for his herd of hydruka to finish their work. The Onu-Matoran knew that the creatures could not be rushed. Although tame, they were still highly temperamental. If they chose to be stubborn and not harvest the airweed, he would have a lot of explaining to do when he got back to the city.

Still, he wished they would hurry up. Looking like a cross between a crab and a scorpion, they moved slowly through the field, gathering the weeds one at a time. It wasn’t particularly difficult work – a Matoran could do it, easily – but only the hydruka could tell which weeds contained precious air and which did not. For Reysa and the other Matoran who lived in the underwater city of Mahri Nui, air was the most valuable commodity imaginable.

Reysa swam a little closer to the field, trying his best not to spook the hydruka. Like all Onu-Matoran, his eyes were well suited to operating in a low-light environment. There were few places darker than the outskirts of Mahri Nui. The only one Reysa could name was the watery region just below the city. The darkness there might as well have been a reflection of the hearts of its inhabitants.

That thought made him swim closer to the hydruka and wave his arms to urge them on. He had foolishly lost track of how long they had been at work. If the safe hour was almost over – or worse, had already passed – every moment he spent this far from the city put his life at risk.

“There might be something down below right now, watching me”, he thought. “I know they watch, with those cold, milky eyes. I know what’s happened to those who didn’t make it back before safe hour ended... or I can guess.”

He looked around but could see nothing out of the ordinary. Just the vast underwater world and a few schools of fish swimming idly by... not even any marine predators around. That was good. It meant there might still be time left in the hour. If the hydruka would just hurry up...

“Come on!” he shouted in his mind. “What’s taking so long? If they weren’t simply Rahi, I would think they take some pleasure out of making me worry like this.”

He heard a sharp noise from below and to his left. It stood out from the constant cacophony of sounds that filled the undersea realm, for it sounded like metal scraping against rock. Reysa wondered if it might be some piece of equipment that had drifted away from the city and become lodged in the rocks below. Maybe it would be something worth recovering.

Mahri Nui and the fields of air rested on a large, mountainous slab of rock that looked like an upside-down triangle. The base of the triangle was at the top and was where the city was located. The point of the triangle was at the bottom, wedged between some massive, curved bars of rock. If it weren’t, or if it ever became dislodged, Mahri Nui’s chunk of solid ground would tumble end over end to the very bottom of the ocean, taking all of the Matoran with it.

Reysa began to swim toward the edge of the undersea island. When he was almost there, he stopped. “What am I doing?” he said to himself. “I’ve heard enough tales of ‘quick peeks’ over the side that led to disaster. Whatever is scraping against the rocks can just stay there, as far as I’m concerned. I just want to get these hydruka and their harvest back to the city.”

He turned away from the precipice, normally a good thing. After all, if beyond the edge lies danger, reversing your course and moving away from it would keep one safe. Except, of course, that it makes it impossible to see what might be coming after you from behind.

That was why Reysa was so surprised to feel a tentacle wrapping around his chest. It began to pull him back toward the edge as if he were no more than an errant piece of airweed. He swam, he kicked, he struggled, but all he accomplished was to panic the hydruka.

Reysa was over the edge now, with nothing but black water below him. He beat on the tentacle with his fists, then kicked backward. His foot struck something solid – it had to be the body of the creature!

He looked over his shoulder, hoping to at least have the satisfaction of knowing what was dragging him off to his doom. He looked, and he saw, and then he discovered a basic fact of life (and death): The problem with being underwater is that you can’t scream.

*

Defilak walked silently into the Matoran Council chamber. Located deep inside the Mahri Nui fortress, it was the largest single room in the entire settlement. The huge, domed ceiling featured crystal skylights lined with lightstones whose gleam reflected off the water all around. The walls of the chamber were lined with “Mata Nui’s gifts” – tools and artifacts that drifted fown through the ocean to Mahri Nui every month, from no one knew where. Those items that could be put to use were given to the Matoran most in need, and the rest were brought here to be mounted.

But what truly gave the chamber its air of solemnity and importance was its purpose. Here every Matoran citizen would gather once a month to discuss any issues that threatened the safety of the city. Plans were made, decisions arrived at, and hopefully everyone left knowing exactly what the city needed them to do. This was essential to survival in a hostile environment. Leadership of the Council was rotated among the citizens, and this month Defilak was in charge.

He took his place on the raised platform and looked out over the assembled Matoran. His friend Gar smiled and nodded encouragement. Defilak was many things – an inventor, a scholar – but a public speaker he was not, and he dreaded the experience.

“Um... fellow Matoran... um”, he began. “This talk-meetking will, uh, come to order, please.”

*

As Reysa, an Onu-Matoran, and other residents of Mahri Nui started to disappear, Defilak, the Le-Matoran Mahri Nui Council Leader of the month, ordered a search through the Black Water to find out what was attacking them. Kyrehx, a Ga-Matoran sentry, spotted and retrieved a Kanohi mask floating down through the water (unknowingly, the Kanohi Ignika, the Legendary Mask of Life); a Sea Squid also spotted the mask and reported it to Kalmah who told the other Barraki. Their leader, Pridak, ordered a meeting to discuss this.

Somewhere at this point, the Barraki met and conversed about the Ignika and how to find it. Pridak explained what the Ignika could do, should they get their hands on it. Ehlek suggested that they split up to find the Mask of Life.

Kyrehx decided to show the mask to the Council, which however was already dismissed, so she decided to show it to her instructor, a Matoran who carved Kanohi out of stone. On her way to meet him, she was attacked by ocean plants that screamed when torn and was saved by Dekar, a Po-Matoran hunter. Kyrehx gave him the mask and left before he could protest.

Takadox began his search by questioning Nocturn and hypnotized him giving instructions whether the mask should fall in his hands. He then went to secretly watch Mantax who was searching the Pit. Kalmah caught Takadox and demanded to know what he was doing there. Takadox explained that Mantax hunted through the Pit every night and that he might have the Ignika hidden there. Kalmah and Takadox then followed Mantax into the Pit and were attacked by the Zyglak that had inhabited the Pit in their absence and closed the exit. Nocturn, provoked by Takadox, tore the entrance open and fought the Zyglak.

Defilak, his best friend Gar, an Onu-Matoran, Sarda, a Ta-Matoran, and Idris, a Ga-Matoran, traveled in Defilak's submarine down to the black water. “I have enormous trust-faith in my own talent”, Defilak stated during a conversation. Gar commented: “"I think maybe I'll do something safer with my day, like hand-feed hungry sharks.” The group was attacked from all sides by an organized swarm of Takea Sharks, led by Pridak. After the sub was destroyed, Pridak interrogated them, tossing Sarda out of the cave in the process, and was then prompted by Defilak, his 'meal' to tell him a tale. 

At the same time, Dekar started to ponder about the mask. Eventually, he made a start on his hunting mission. Suddenly he noticed movement nearby. He directed his lightstone towards the motion, revealing what looked like a ribbon of darkness in the water. It traveled in a strange, sidewinding manner characteristic of only one sea creature he knew of: a venom eel. Dekar launched an attack on the eel and wondered why the creature was so close to the city. Then, Dekar quickly realized that it was impossible for him to wound the creature at all. Ever sooner did he notice that a huge swarm of Venom Eels were swimming towards Mahri Nui, preparing for an assault led by Ehlek. Dekar then decided to get back to the protection of the city, and quickly swam back to warn the others.

The Ta-Matoran named Sarda had no doubt he was living his last moments. He and his friends had been captured by Pridak, leader of the Barraki, and imprisoned in a sea cave. When Pridak grew angry at their refusal to give him information, he grabbed Sarda and hurled him out of the cave, right into the middle of a school of hungry Takea Sharks.

Sarda had no doubt what was going to happen next. He wouldn't be able to hold off a horde of sharks for more than a couple of moments. He hoped the end would at least be quick.

Something darted toward him – but it wasn't a Takea shark. It was a masked figure on a mechanical Sea Sled, wielding a sword. In a flash, the newcomer had slammed into the center of the school, scattering the sharks. Before they could reform, a waterspout pulled them in and whirled them far from the site.

Stunned, Sarda watched his rescuer approach. Was there something familiar about him? Sarda wasn't sure. But it certainly seemed like the stranger knew the Matoran.

"Sarda?" he said. "Is it really you?"

"Of course it's me," Sarda replied. "And right now, I have friends back in that cave who need rescuing. If you're any good with that sword, I could use your help."

The newcomer looked at the cave mouth, then in the distance, where the sharks were already massing for an attack. Then he turned back to Sarda. "Somebody once told me that knowledge is a sharper weapon than a sword. Before I charge into a fight, I could use a little more of that."

Something about the stranger's words sparked a memory in Sarda. He peered closely at the unexpected arrival. The figure's appearance was still unfamiliar, but the words, the voice –

"Toa Lesovikk?" asked Sarda, almost afraid to hope he was right about the newcomer's identity. "But... it can't be... how could you be here?"

The Toa flashed a sad smile. "Yes... I am Lesovikk, though no one has called me Toa in a very long time. As for I got here... it's a long story, my friend."

As Toa Lesovikk began to share his tale with Sarda, neither was aware they were being watched by eyes that gleamed with madness...

The being known as Karzahni had journeyed far to reach the watery depths of the Pit. His travels had begun in his own isolated, forbidding realm. There he had encountered six wandering Matoran and attempted to imprison them as he had so many others over the millennia. But these Matoran escaped him, though not before he learned from them about beings much more powerful than he – the Great Spirit Mata Nui and the evil Makuta.

Mata Nui was asleep, he learned, and Makuta was presumed dead. That meant there was an opportunity for a brilliant, ruthless ruler to seize power. He trailed the Matoran to an island named Voya Nui and watched them transform into more powerful figures called Toa. He witnessed their battles with thieves called Piraka over possession of the powerful Mask of Life. When the Toa journeyed down into the depths of the ocean, Karzahni followed, staying far enough behind that he was not noticed.

Reaching the Pit, he had become disoriented as the black waters mutated him. He lost track of the Toa and wandered for some time before chancing on this strange Toa speaking with a Matoran. He didn't know who this "Lesovikk" was, or why he was here – perhaps searching for the Mask of Life as well? But he had learned enough about Toa in the last few days to know they could be powerful enemies.

Unlimbering one of his chains, he willed it to burst into flame. Whirling it above his head, he let it fly. It wrapped itself around the startled Lesovikk, who yelled in shock and pain. Karzahni yanked him off his feet even as the Ta-Matoran nearby charged forward.

"Stop! Leave him alone!" yelled Sarda.

"Nonsense," said Karzahni. "There is a war to be fought in this place, and a universe to win. But first... I need to sharpen my claws in combat. When I am done with the two of you, I will be ready at last... ready to conquer!"

Lesovikk struggled in vain to escape the fiery chains of Karzahni. All the while, the smiling face of Karzahni loomed over him.

"Don't bother to fight," said his captor. "No one, not even the legendary Manas crab, has ever been able to break those bonds."

"You... don't... remember me, do you?" Lesovikk said. "No, I guess you wouldn't - but we have crossed paths before. It was many, many thousands of years ago. I came to your realm seeking to free my friends, who had been sent there by a mad Turaga. I was driven off by your Manas crabs, but I came again and again... only to fail each time. By the time I slipped past your guardians, my friends had been exiled from your realm, I knew not where."

Karzahni laughed. "Then failure is nothing new to you, Toa. You can take comfort that your defeat today will come as no surprise."

"He's not a failure!" Sarda shouted. "I... I remember! I remember Lesovikk defending our home from Rahi beasts and anything else that threatened us... I remember when he and his team left, never to return... at least not while I was still there. He's not a failure – he never was – he's a hero!"

Lesovikk looked up at the Matoran. It had been a very, very long time since anyone had called him "hero." The word acted on him like a jolt of energy. Drawing on every last bit of his power, Lesovikk flexed his muscles and snapped Karzahni's chain.

"Impossible," whispered Karzahni. "You were downed... defeated … stunned."

"I am stunned," said Lesovikk, rising to his feet. "Shocked and amazed, too, that you thought mere links of metal could hold a Toa."

There was something in the veteran warrior's eyes now that made even the mighty Karzahni hesitate. Exhausted, weakened, Lesovikk still stood, weapon at the ready and primed for battle.

"Now, you rancid remains of a Rahi's dinner," said the Toa of Air. "Let's try this again."

Meanwhile, Takadox ordered Carapar through hypnosis to kidnap Kyrehx for information for the mask. Although the overall interrogation had proved to be a failure, Takadox and Carapar both learned that the Mask of Life was still in Mahri Nui. Fearful that Ehlek's attack would totally destroy Mahri Nui and the Mask of Life, Takadox ordered Carapar to stop Ehlek, while he took Kyrehx back to the city as a "gift" for peace. Carapar managed to force Ehlek to stop launching attacks on Mahri Nui in case the mask was still there. 

As the commotion took place, the large army of Venom Eels had begun their assault on Mahri Nui. The Matoran tried hard to defend their homes and defeat the eels yet no damage seemed to have been made to the army. Dekar soon realized that it was the Mask of Life's fault, and then made a plan to destroy the mask in a cave far, far away. With not much delay, Dekar had hurried to a cavern far from the city, where he could safely destroy the mask, or so he thought.

Faced with a fighting-mad Toa, Karzahni should have been at least a little worried. Instead, he was smiling.

"We have no reason to fight, Lesovikk, none at all," said Karzahni. "Why should I waste my energy on you, when there is easier prey to be found?"

The emerald-hued villain turned his gaze to Sarda, the Ta-Matoran who swam nearby. Using his power to make others see what could be and what might have been, he touched Sarda's mind. The Matoran stiffened as a vision filled his thoughts, a vision of the day the city of Mahri Nui broke off of its island and sank beneath the waves.

In real life, Sarda had survived the plunge, saved by finding a bubble of air emitted by the airweed below. But in the vision Karzahni gave him, he did not survive – none of the Matoran did – they all drowned before they ever reached the waters of the Pit. It was a horrible sight and Sarda's eyes widened in fear.

"Stop it!" shouted Lesovikk. When Karzahni didn't respond, he unleashed a mini-cyclone from his sword, striking the villain dead on. That was enough to break Karzahni's concentration, but the damage was done: Sarda had passed out on the ocean floor from sheer shock and fear.

"I have better things to do than toy with the likes of you," growled Karzahni. "So will you fight me, or will you help your little friend?"

Lesovikk wanted to batter the smile off Karzahni's face. But he could see that Sarda's air bubble had disappeared – the Matoran was drowning!

"This isn't over, Karzahni," said the Toa. "Wherever you go, you had better be looking over your shoulder – because one day, I will be there. And I promise I will be the last thing you'll ever see."

There was no time to waste if Sarda was going to be saved. Scooping up the drowning Matoran's body, Toa Lesovikk rushed him to a nearby, free-floating air bubble. What followed was one of the strangest things Lesovikk had witnessed in tens of thousands of years.

At first, it seemed to be working. Sarda gasped, choked, but the life-giving air was doing his job. Then it suddenly seemed as if he were drowning again, this time in air. It was then that Lesovikk noticed the changes to Sarda's body. No longer protected by a personal air bubble that surrounded him, the waters of the Pit were mutating the Matoran. He had become a water-breather, and air was poison to him now!

Hastily, Lesovikk pulled him free of the bubble. Sarda took a deep "breath" of water and his spasms ceased. "Are you all right?" Lesovikk asked.

Sarda smiled weakly. "You ... you promised me a story."

Lesovikk nodded and began to speak. In as few words as possible, he told Sarda how he and his team of Toa had gone on a vital mission many ages ago. Lesovikk had hesitated for a crucial second in battle, with the result that his entire team had been killed. Haunted by guilt, he returned home – only to find that all the Matoran he had befriended had been sent to the realm of Karzahni.

Unable to free them, Lesovikk had become a wanderer. He had picked up new equipment along the way, including a combination sky and sea sled. And he had done some good, but never enough to atone for his past mistakes.

"Then maybe this is your chance to do that," said Sarda. "Karzahni is a menace. If he were to ally with the Barraki, Mahri Nui wouldn't stand a chance. We have to stop him!"

Lesovikk shook his head. "If he is stopped here, he will just return to his realm and do more evil to his Matoran captives. No, Sarda, we need to do more than stop him – we need to destroy him."

While Dekar headed for a cave, Idris and Gar remained in the cave where they were "dumped" in. Gar, when he realized their situation, made a quick plan to escape out of a hole in the ceiling. The plan was to swim as quickly as they could back to the city no matter what dangers lay outside the cave. After agreeing to the plan, Gar quickly told Idris to go first. Just when they were about to start, a large tremor shook the cave. Without a second thought, the two Matoran burst out of the cave and swam as quickly as they could back to the safety of the city. Meanwhile Kalmah pulled Mantax out of the sand and the two pursued Dekar to the cave. However Dekar got there first but as he tried to destroy the mask, it started to glow brightly. Kalmah had caught up with Dekar, and started to strangle him with his tentacles. The Ignika, still believing it was in danger, enlarged a simple Eel into a 300-foot-long monster.

While this happened, Defilak lied to Pridak about the Mask of Life in order to gain time. He slowly lagged about and acted like he was searching for the mask and Pridak quickly became impatient with him. Suddenly, Pridak sensed a shift of emotions in the creatures in the water and saw that all the creatures were fleeing for safety. It was not too long before they both witnessed a giant Rahi swimming right towards them. 

Back in the cave, the enormous eel charged out of the cave, and knocked both Dekar and Kalmah unconscious. After barely escaping the fate of being crashed into, Mantax quickly ducked and spotted what had just come out. 

At the same time, Gar and Idris arrived on a nearby Fields of Air. There, they tried to free some bubbles to strengthen their air bubbles when they spotted the army of Carapar's Keras Crabs. Unable to do anything else, the two Matoran quickly resumed their swim with weakening air bubbles. Eventually, Gar realized that he could not make it and just before he gave up all hope, he was suddenly pulled upwards by Defilak who had escaped during Pridak's distraction over the Eel. After Idris was quickly taken along, the three Matoran returned safely back in the city and started to prepare to fight against the new danger. 

Meanwhile, Mantax ran away from the cave when he suddenly crashed into Pridak who stopped him and inquired him of what was going on. Mantax quickly told the Barraki leader about what had happened and the two quickly started off to the cave. 

Unknown to the leader, Ehlek and Carapar journeyed down to Pridak's cave. Ehlek believed that Pridak knew who betrayed the Barraki many years ago and was about to seek out the truth when he realized that somebody was already inside. Cooperating together, the two Barraki quickly found out that the stranger was a being named Brutaka, who was slightly mutated by the mutagen in the water. After they quickly relayed the information about the Mask of Life to Brutaka, he demanded the two Barraki to take him to the Mask of Life at once. 

The huge venom eel that Mantax saw had seen Mahri Nui glittering in the distance, and had decided to eat whatever was there. However, Defilak, Gar and Idris then smashed all the Lightstones in the city so the venom eel did not see it. Takadox saw the creature and swam up to it to try to hypnotize it. He failed and was knocked unconscious when the creature noticed the fighting going on inside the stone cord. The eel reached the cord, and slowly started to squeeze it.

Dekar woke up hurting all over and tried to recall how he ended up in the cave. Then he remembered and realized the mask had defended itself from his blow. He reached out and touched it. Suddenly the mask shared all its memories with Dekar. In all its existence this was the first time it had felt fear. 

Kalmah, Mantax and Pridak swam over to the Cord and fought the enlarged eel, being continuously defeated, when some beings arrived. Pridak smelled Carapar and Ehlek and one other being. He decided to bite first but was hit by a bolt of energy from Brutaka's sword that gave him spasms. After Ehlek introduced Brutaka to Pridak the three Barraki and the newcomer swam to the cave. Brutaka tried to convince Dekar to hand over the mask to him but failed. He was then pulled into the Black Water by a Giant Squid. The Barraki rushed into the cave and Ehlek hurtled electric bolts at Dekar causing him to drop the mask. Dekar pleaded to Pridak not to touch it but he did.

A huge wave of light erupted from the mask and illuminated all of The Pit. The light hit all of the residents like a physical strike. All beings underwater closed their eyes to shield them from the light. Thus, there was no one to see what the light did. The light's energy transformed the Toa Inika into water-breathing Toa. The light soon faded away, and Kalmah saw Dekar swimming out of the cave, then went off to find Pridak. He soon found Pridak clutching the mask tightly. Kalmah suggested he put it down, but Pridak lashed out, and almost bit Kalmah's tentacle. Meanwhile, the mutated Venom Eel cracked the Cord and, at the same time, the Order of Mata Nui lost contact with their member who was at The Pit at the time. 

Meanwhile, as Dekar swam towards Mahri Nui he was transformed by the Ignika into Hydraxon, the long-dead jailer of the Pit, as the Ignika sensed that the Po-Matoran was near death. 

As this happened the new Toa fought for their lives against the 300 foot long venom eel. Kongu used his Kanohi Zatth, thinking it to be the Suletu and summoned lots of normal venom eels. Matoro reanimated a shark and froze the eel. Hewkii further discovered his mask power and made it sink to the ocean floor, which knocked it unconscious. Nuparu, after having discovered his Volitak's power of stealth, spotted Mahri Nui; but as he shut down his mask of Stealth the Matoran nearly killed him with their air launchers, and he was saved just in time by Jaller, who melted the launchers. Defilak said to the Toa that while one of them could stay in the city, the others had to chase the Keras crabs out of the fields of air if they were to be considered Toa.

Matoro stayed and immediately discovered they could no longer breathe air. As the others attempted to complete their task they met the six Barraki and pretended to be prisoners of The Pit like them. As they were led away the Keras crabs withdrew. However, the Matoran thought Matoro as a friend of the Barraki since the other Toa had seemed like partners to the Barraki. As Matoro fled he was captured by Hydraxon. The other Toa Mahri where escorted to sea caves. Nuparu used his Volitak to reach Hahli's cave. He asked her to tell him about the Barraki's history and Hahli told him also that she had heard the Barraki say something about the breaking of the mask.

As this happened Matoro was thrown in the Pit jail and guarded by a robot Maxilos. However, Maxilos freed him, revealing himself to be Teridax. Meanwhile, the Barraki planned how to use the Ignika but after a skirmish between Ehlek, Pridak, Takadox and Mantax, Ehlek and Pridak brought it to Nocturn, since they did not trust each other with it, along with a Squid Launcher.

As they did so Hahli hypnotized the squid guarding her with her Faxon, copying a fish's ability and Hewkii joined them after reducing the Gravity of the Takea Sharks guarding him. Meanwhile, Jaller scared the venom eels guarding him with his flame. While he talked from outside to Kongu, a Hahnah crab went to the cave, curious about Jaller's flame. After Kongu escaped Kalmah, who, along with Carapar, had come to check on them, they fired a sea squid at Kongu. As Jaller was about to be overwhelmed by the two Barraki, the Hahnah crab killed the sea squid and Kongu summoned with his mask an enormous creature which made the two Barraki flee. 

Nuparu found some Cordak Blasters in a cave and was experimenting with them when Hewkii startled him, causing him to fire one and destroy an underwater boulder, thus showing the power of the weapons. Hahli then joined them.

As Jaller and Kongu returned to Mahri Nui they were joined by Hewkii, Hahli and Nuparu, who had brought found multiple Cordak Blasters. Each Toa took one, except for Kongu who took two, abandoning his Toa Tool. As the five Toa arrived they were greeted by the city's defenses. Hahli made Kongu use his power to shove Defilak out of the air bubble. Hahli then created a vacuum but as Defilak was about to drown Hahli brought him to safety, and stated if she wanted to kill him, he would have been dead, so Defilak decided to trust the five Toa. While that happened, Nocturn discovered a new power, the death touch (the Ignika's curse) and did not notice that a Gadunka was beginning to grow as a result of the Ignika's leaking power. At the same time, the Toa Mahri were joined by Matoro and Maxilos, and the latter prevented Matoro from revealing Maxilos' true identity. In a sign of trust, Defilak renamed the once Toa Inika, Toa Mahri. 

After their rescue by the Matoran resistance on Voya Nui, Axonn and Botar had told the Toa Nuva that the time had come to prepare the universe for the awakening of Mata Nui. To do that, they had to first return to Metru Nui. The Great Temple, Axonn had said, hid information on what the Nuva had to do to make ready for Mata Nui's return. They had to find that information and carry out whatever tasks are required, and get it done before it would be their time to act. They could not tell anyone, not even the Inika, what they were going to do – for if the Brotherhood of Makuta were to find out, they would surely try to them.

The information we found in the Great Temple of Metru Nui was in the form of a list. Each item on it was an action the Toa Nuva were supposed to take to prepare the universe for the return of the Great Spirit. But the first item on that list was to free the monstrous Bahrag and unleash the Bohrok swarms on the island of Mata Nui.

Although some of them doubted the wisdom of this – Pohatu, especially – in the end, they did what it seemed they had to do. The Toa Nuva had a hard time believing this could be a good thing, or part of the Great Spirit's plan.

While this was happened, the ancient creature summoned by Kongu battled the revived 300-foot-long venom eel. Carapar and Kalmah made their way to the Octo Cave, where they found the other Barraki. Pridak had wounded Ehlek for "interrogation" on where Nocturn had gone off with the mask. Takadox had first believed Kalmah, Carapar and the Toa Mahri stole the mask from Nocturn and killed him, but he said Kalmah was not smart enough. However, Kalmah reported the Toa had escaped and thought they had gotten the mask.

The next task of the Toa Nuva demanded that they retrieve an ancient artifact, the Staff of Artakha, from its hiding place in the Metru Nui Archives. But when they traveled there, it was not to be found. Onua recalled Turaga Whenua saying that the staff was stolen long ago by the band of thieves and killers called the Dark Hunters.

It took the Toa Nuva only a few seconds to decide their next course of action. They had to seek out the Dark Hunters' base and retrieve the Staff.

Meanwhile in the Pit, Toa Mahri Hahli explored the seafloor in search of the Mask of Life by using her Faxon to give herself enhanced vision. Mantax then suddenly grabbed her with his pincer but Hahli managed to wound him with her Protosteel talons and then fire her Cordak blaster to confuse the Barraki with a sand explosion. By the time he cleared his vision she was gone. Mantax made preparations and slipped in the sand. Hahli had used her Faxon to give her chameleon ability. She saw Mantax's head and fired her Cordak, but then Mantax paralyzed her with his venom and Hahli discovered too late she had hit a decoy.

Nuparu and Hewkii searched in an undersea trench. As they went along they talked about Metru Nui. When they reached an undersea tree, eels attacked them. Nuparu and Hewkii worked together to trap the eels under the sea floor but when Nuparu congratulated himself and Hewkii for the victory Hewkii disappeared. Nuparu activated his Volitak but was detected and jolted into unconsciousness and was brought beside an unconscious Hewkii in the trench.

The Toa Nuva felt a little uncomfortable sneaking onto the shoreline of the island of Odina, since normally Toa worked in broad daylight. However, Odina was the home base of the Dark Hunters, heavily defended and notoriously difficult to invade. Even six Toa Nuva could not count on victory on these shores.

They had approached from the north, intending to go over the mountains and attack the fortress by surprise. There were fewer guards in this region, since the natural barriers made it difficult to pass. A formidable blue and white Dark Hunter that Tahu recognized as Minion was the only sentry visible. Before the Toa Nuva could decide how best to handle this, Kopaka had flash frozen him in mid-step.

"Now we’re on a deadline," joked Onua. "We have to finish our mission before the spring thaw."

Pohatu led the way as they climbed into the mountains. None of them spoke. Their minds were on the job up ahead – invading a massive fortress filled with enemies to retrieve the Staff of Artakha.

Lewa climbed up on a rock, leapt off, and used his Mask of Levitation to hover in the air and scout. Gali was about to warn him about being spotted when an energy web dropped from the sky and entangled Lewa. It was rapidly followed by a stream of acid that just barely missed the falling Toa.

Gali glanced up. A winged creature was swooping down toward the Toa, more energy webs already flying from his chest-mounted launcher. Tahu threw a shield around the Toa and the webs bounced off. Kopaka iced the creature's wings and Onua threw his Mask of Strength behind a blow that knocked it out.

"Two down," smiled Lewa. "And only 200 to go!"

Nobody laughed.

Toa Mahri Kongu and Jaller explored the sea caves. Jaller complained about the fact Kongu joked too much, and was a little annoyed that Matoro seemed to wish to take the lead, and Hahli had gone off searching on her own. As they arrived to the Octo Cave, the squids began to hatch and began sucking the Toa energies, with Kalmah and Carapar watching.

In Karda Nui, the leader of the Av-Matoran, Kirop, attempted a rescue mission on the second day, but was turned into a Shadow Matoran, and gave the secrets of the Av-Matoran defenses to the Makuta. He was replaced by Tanma as leader of the Av-Matoran. Kirop managed, however, to tell the Av-Matoran that they were facing the Brotherhood of Makuta before being turned over. Most of the vine bridges between the villages were severed during the siege, either by the Makuta, Shadow Matoran, or the Av-Matoran to prevent easy access from a captured village. The remaining Matoran surrounded the last village with a Lightvine, which had to be maintained by the Matoran. While attempting to repair it, Radiak had his light drained by Vamprah. The remaining Av-Matoran hid in a storage area, using it as a fallout shelter while the Makuta were attacking, simply waiting for the Shadow Leeches to live out their short life spans.

On Odina, although the Toa Nuva had chosen the least guarded approach to the fortress, they still had to deal with their share of sentries and wandering Dark Hunters. The trick was to knock them out before they could raise an alarm – something that is much easier to do when they had Lewa along. A Toa of Air could create a quick vacuum around an enemy, and with no air, the sound of his shouts couldn’t travel.

After making their way as quickly as they dared to the fortress, the Nuva stood at the rear stone wall. Pohatu made a stone hand emerge from the blocks to grab the lone guard and squeeze him into unconsciousness. Then another use of his power opened a way for them to get inside.

The inside of the fortress was a maze. The Toa Nuva had no real idea where the Staff of Artakha might be hidden. Gali whispered to Tahu that they might have to search for days to find the Staff of Artkha. Tahu shook his head.

"The staff is valuable," he said quietly. "The Dark Hunters will keep it with their treasures, which means not far from The Shadowed One's throne. We find him, we find the staff."

"And find me you have," a harsh voice said. It came from all around the Toa, but there was no one else present. "Did you really think you could enter my fortress without my knowledge? Did you really think you could make it this far unless I wanted you here?"

All around them, the corridor walls began to shift. Before they could react, they were sealed off in a stone prison.

"Of course, I know six Toa Nuva could break out of this trap easily," said the voice, which the Toa Nuva now realized must have belonged to the Shadowed One, leader of the Dark Hunters. "But I am hoping you will take the time to listen ... I have an offer to make, and a secret to share."

Matoro and Maxilos were confronted by two hundred Takea. Teridax's essence disappeared from Maxilos, and after he found freezing the water around Pridak and Takadox failed, Matoro used the Tryna to resurrect the dead bodies of Takea victims.

While that happened, Mantax looked for the Mask of Life on Hahli's route. When he was about to give up, he was caught in a riptide as Hahli swam towards him. Mantax asked her how she had survived the paralysis and Hahli answered she had copied a creature's immunity to the venom. As both understood neither had or had had the Mask of Life, Mantax stated he had no friends, only enemies he had not killed yet and made Hahli the lieutenant of his army.

Hewkii woke up Nuparu. When Nuparu complained they could get out when they wanted, Hewkii showed him the eels that inhabited the trench. Nuparu summoned an earth pillar as Hewkii blasted the eels. After Hewkii used his Kanohi Garai on an eel, he used it to make sharks go and dive into a squad of electric eels, led by Ehlek, and they then left.

The Shadowed One's story to the Toa Nuva amounted to this: he had possessed the item they sought, the Staff of Artakha, but he had given it to the residents of the island of Xia as payment for a supply of weapons. He was willing to set the Toa free and tell them where to most likely find the Staff, if they did a service for him. It seemed Roodaka, one of Xia’s "leading citizens," had been selling the Dark Hunters information – and doing the same for their enemies, the Brotherhood of Makuta. The Shadowed One wanted her eliminated.

To Gali’s surprise, Tahu agreed. It was only later he told her that he had other plans for Roodaka, plans that involved sending Lewa Nuva back to Metru Nui. Meanwhile, the rest of them headed to Xia. (Pohatu, of course, had to leave a little gift behind for the Dark Hunters. Within an hour after the Nuva left, every stone in the Shadowed One's fortress suddenly crumbled to dust.)

A massive beast called the Tahtorak was rampaging through the place, and the Kanohi Dragon was battling him. Buildings were collapsing, factories burning, even the famed Mountain had chunks torn out of it. It was utter chaos.

Tahu sent Onua tunneling into the island to find the Staff in its underground hiding place. The rest of the Toa did what they could to rescue the natives and get them out of the way of the beast battle. It was Kopaka who had the "good fortune" to find himself saving Roodaka.

"Toa," she spat, as if hating the taste of the word. "I don't need your help!"

"Perhaps not," Kopaka replied, with an icy smile. "But we are going to get yours."

Meanwhile underwater, Jaller raised his body temperature and Kongu's, which made the sea squids release them. Kalmah and Carapar talked about past days and about their earned right to rule. Jaller assured that if the Toa Mahri got the mask, the Barraki would get what they had deserved. Kalmah said that to make the deal, Pridak had to be killed.

Matoro and Teridax/Maxilos encountered Pridak and his army of Takea sharks, along with Takadox. Matoro attempted unsuccessfully to flash-freeze the Barraki. When they broke out of the ice, Matoro used his Kanohi Tryna to reanimate an army of long-dead creatures in order to fight against Pridak's army. However, Teridax began to talk about the concept choices, causing the two to be distracted and thus letting Pridak gain the upper hand. During the battle, Teridax temporarily abandoned the body to avoid being recognized by Pridak who knew him. Pridak, while at a disadvantage at fighting an undead army, was quickly able to come up with a strategy. He had his army attack with great speed, leaving the reanimated army unable to form a proper counter-offensive.

At the same time, Toa Mahri Hewkii used his Kanohi Garai to levitate the sharks into the midst of Ehlek's army of Venom Eels which were attacking him and Nuparu. Ehlek, believing Pridak had ordered the assault on his army, commanded his eels to retaliate. The eels then began to attack the sharks and reanimated creatures, starting a battle between the two armies of Pridak and Ehlek. Matoro, horrified by such carnage, left after that while Pridak was distracted, accompanied by the Maxilos robot.

Toa Matoro swam silently through the black waters of the Pit, behind him the robot guardian Maxilos followed. To Matoro it felt like having the shadow of doom hanging over him, for he knew what no else did, the mechanical body of Maxilos was possessed by the spirit of the evil Makuta.

"Why so quiet?" asked Makuta in the hollow voice of Maxilos. "We have seen death and destruction today with the promise of much more to come. We have seen heroes behaving like villains. You yourself have done things even I would be reluctant to do. It is a time for celebration."

"Shut up!" said Matoro. "I'm doing only what I have to do to save the life of Mata Nui, a life you put in jeopardy."

Makuta laughed. "Think what you like, little Toa, and try to avoid admitting to yourself that you are one bad day, one moment of cruelty, one fit of rage away from being me." Makuta swam past Matoro and then veered down toward the sea bottom. "Come with me, I want to show you something."

"What?" asked Matoro.

"Call it an answer to some of your questions." replied Makuta.

He led Matoro down to the depths of the black water. There they came to a great gap in the sea floor.

"I discovered this shortly after taking over the body of Maxilos. It's an entrance to the original Pit, the prison once inhabited by the Barraki and others like them. There is something down there I think you should see."

"How do I know this isn't a trap?" asked Matoro.

"You don't." answered Makuta. "But surely a strong and brave Toa like yourself fears nothing. Follow me."

Makuta swam down through the opening, Matoro watched him go until the crimson form had disappeared under the Pit. The Toa of Ice checked his Cordak Blaster, readied himself for anything that might happen, and followed his greatest enemy into the darkness.

Makuta led Toa Mahri Matoro deep into the dark recesses of the former prison known as the Pit. It was eerily quiet. Now and then a sea creature darted past, keeping its distance from two beings it no doubt regarded as predators.

"Certainly one of us is." thought Matoro. "Makuta has been preying on the fears of Matoran for as long as I can remember. And I, what have I become? As soon as I realized I wore a mask that let me reanimate the dead, I should have cast it aside, I never should have used it."

"When you are through brooding, I have found what I was seeking." said Makuta. "Here."

Matoro looked where he was pointing. Half buried in rubble was a Kanohi Mask of Power, one whose shape seemed vaguely familiar. Scattered nearby was blue Toa armor. "What is this?" said Matoro.

"All that remains of a Toa of Water named Tuyet." Makuta replied. "She was condemned here many thousands of years ago. She died here, though I don't know why, perhaps she was trying to escape."

"Why was she sent here?"

"It is hard for me to give exact reason since I didn't know 'here' existed until a few days ago. But I do know her crime. She tampered with an object of power that did not belong in her hands, it was too much for her. She went wild, was defeated by Toa Lhikan and Toa Nidhiki, and the object was destroyed, or so the heroes thought."

"Get to the point." said Matoro.

Makuta laughed. "I would have thought it would be obvious. Tuyet is dead, she is also the only one who might know how the powerful artifact, the Nui Stone, could be recreated. I want you to use your mask Matoro, the Mask of Reanimation. I want you to bring her back."

"You are insane," said Matoro. "I won't do what you ask."

"I must have missed the part where I gave you a choice." Makuta replied. "I want you to use your mask power to reanimate this corpse, and I want you to do it now." After a moment he added: "I could just kill you, Matoro, take the mask and do the job myself, but it's so much more amusing this way."

"Even if I bring her back she won't be able to help you recreate the Nui Stone," insisted Matoro. "She'll have no spirit, she'll have no mind!"

"I have always found the minds of Toa to be vastly overrated anyway." said Makuta. "Now get to work."

Matoro concentrated, triggering the power of his Mask of Reanimation. He knew Makuta meant what he said - he would kill Matoro without a second thought. Beyond that, the Toa of Ice was curious to find out just what it was that Makuta was up to here. Once he knew that he could always send Tuyet back to the grave by cutting off the power of the mask. At his feet the Kanohi mask and armor began to move, slowly coming together. What had been a pile of junk a moment before now had taken on a form. Other pieces of armor were rising up through the layers of mud, struggling to rejoin the rest. It somehow managed to be amazing and sickening at the same time. Slowly the body that once belonged to Toa Tuyet rose from the floor of the Pit and stood unsteadily waiting for commands. And that was when Matoro noticed something - incredibly tiny, almost microscopic pieces of crystal embedded in the dead Toa's armor.

"Behold," said Makuta. "When the Nui Stone exploded so many thousands of years ago, most of it vaporized, but some fragments survived buried in Tuyet's armor. With these I can recreate the stone as it once was. All I need is the proper tool."

"What tool?" Asked Matoro.

"The Staff of Artakha," answered Makuta. "And unless I am mistaken, your old friends the Toa Nuva are about to get it for me."

Toa Matoro, Makuta in the body of the robot Maxilos, and the reanimated Toa Tuyet swam away from the long-abandoned prison and into the open ocean. Matoro's mind raced. What did Makuta plan to do with the Nui Stone if he recreated it? What was the Staff of Artakha, and why did Makuta believe the Toa Nuva would help him get it? More importantly, how could Matoro stop this?

"Matoro!"

The Toa of Ice turned. Toa Hahli was swimming toward him. In the background Matoro could see what looked like an ocean full of Manta Rays.

"Where are you going, and who is that Toa with you? She looks uh... Matoro, what have you done?"

Matoro could hear Makuta's voice in his mind:

"We have a meeting to attend, or have you forgotten? One of my Brotherhood waits near Mahri Nui but he will not wait long... You wouldn't want to make us late would you? And Matoro - breath a word to Hahli, and neither of you will live to see another tide."

"Hahli, don't worry, everything's fine - just trust me."

"I do trust you, but I think you have become a little too used to keeping secrets, brother. And I'm starting to wonder if you trust me, or any of us."

Matoro looked Hahli right in the eyes.

"It will all work out, everything is going just as planned. As smooth as that time Nuparu used his Mask of Flight to transport you over the chasm. Remember? Now I - we - have to go."

The three figures swam off, leaving Hahli disturbed and not a little angry. Then a memory suddenly came to her.

"Wait a minute - when I flew with Nuparu he dropped me, I almost got killed! Matoro was trying to send me a message - he's in trouble, and I wish I knew how to get him out."

Later, the Toa Mahri regrouped at Mahri Nui. Hahli was missing and the sea had gone mad. A Ga-Matoran reported that rays were heading for Mahri Nui, led by Hahli. 

Nocturn had just received the Mask of Life from the Barraki and found out that he was cursed with the ability to kill anything he touched, when Hydraxon appeared, startling Nocturn and making him drop the mask. Hydraxon and Nocturn engaged in a fight, during which Nocturn smashed two rocks together so the sound would hurt Hydraxon, who had sensitive hearing. Eventually, however, due to Hydraxon's skill with his weapons, Nocturn was defeated. As Hydraxon took the Ignika, a small part of Dekar's consciousness told him to destroy it. Hydraxon put it on a rock, aimed with his Cordak, and fired.

As the Toa Mahri headed for the rays, Maxilos revealed that once the Ignika was taken, the Stone Cord had to be destroyed so that Voya Nui could return to the Southern Continent and that the Matoran on Voya Nui and Mahri Nui would die.

As it turned out, Lewa Nuva did not have to go all the way back to Metru Nui to find who Tahu had sent him to find. The six Rahaga had heard about the events on Xia and, amazingly enough, were on their way to help the Vortixx.

Now, for the first time in over 1000 years, they were face to face with Roodaka, the being who had transformed them from Toa into their current bestial forms.

"Your island is being destroyed by the Tahtorak and the Kanohi Dragon," Kopaka said to her. "And the Dark Hunters want you dead – odds are the Brotherhood of Makuta does too, or soon will. Help us and maybe we can help you."

"We want nothing from her," spat Rahaga Norik. "Let her meet the fate she so richly deserves."

But Roodaka was smart enough to know when she was an impossible situation. Making no effort to disguise her contempt for them, she nevertheless raised her Rhotuka launcher and fired at the Rahaga. The spinners struck all six of them, and before the eyes of the Toa Nuva, a miracle happened – six twisted, mutated Rahaga transformed into six tall, strong, and powerful Toa Hagah!

"This is ... amazing," said Toa Gaaki, looking with wonder at her reborn Toa armor. "Norik, it's over – we are heroes again!"

"You were always heroes," said Tahu, smiling. "Now you just look the part."

Celebrations were cut short by the arrival of Onua Nuva. He had been sent to retrieve the Staff of Artakha from a store room deep underground. But he carried no staff.

"A Makuta ... named Icarax ... he was already there ... stole the staff," the Toa of Earth gasped. "He was wearing the Mask of Shadows ... said the Brotherhood was his now ... and soon the realm of Karzahni will be too ..."

Toa Hagah Bomonga spoke up. "It sounds like you have urgent matters to deal with, Toa Nuva. We will stay and deal with the situation here." He gave Roodaka a long, hard look. "We know how to deal with the likes of her."

Tahu Nuva nodded his thanks, then turned to the other Toa Nuva. "We need that staff, and we're going to have it – even if we have to tear it from a Makuta's dead hands. Let’s go."

Meanwhile in the Pit, Karzahni yanked hard on his burning chain, tearing the black fire sword from the grasp of the Maxilos robot. With a second strike, he shattered the Toa of Water who swam behind the robot into pieces.

He had been heading for the Matoran settlement when he spotted Maxilos, the now destroyed Toa, and a Toa of Ice swimming in the opposite direction. His keen hearing picked up the robot saying something about a "Staff of Artakha." Karzahni knew Artakha well ... and hated him ... and if something of his was down in this Pit, it had to be seized or destroyed.

The Toa of Ice turned as if to attack. Karzahni hit him with a nightmarish vision of failure, so horrible it would have driven anyone other than a Toa into gibbering insanity. That left only the robot to deal with.

"Speak, machine," said Karzahni. "I know you have a voice. I am Karzahni, and I would know -- what is this Staff of Artakha, and where can I find it? Or do I need to dismantle you and tear the information out of your mechanical mind?"

The robot said something in reply, but so softly even Karzahni couldn't hear it. He swam closer to Maxilos, then closer still. The robot was, after all, unarmed.

"Interesting," said Karzahni. "Even if the design was not familiar, you have the stink of Artakha about you. Reason enough to turn you to scrap. Speak up, you miserable machine, I cannot hear your words!"

The right arm of Maxilos lashed out faster than anything Karzahni had ever seen. The robot's hand gripped Karzahni around the throat and squeezed.

"I said, so this is Karzahni," came the reply. "Karzahni, the jailer of Matoran ... Karzahni, the would-be avatar of evil ... Karzahni, the fool ... and soon to be a dead fool."

"Who are you --?" Karzahni demanded.

"I am Makuta," the robot replied. "I am power. You have broken my Toa and delayed my passage ..."

Makuta, in the Maxilos robot, hurled Karzahni down toward the sea floor. He plowed through a rock ledge and landed hard, half-buried in the mud. With Karzahni's concentration shattered, Matoro shook himself free of the illusion that had paralyzed him.

"And I hate to be late," Makuta finished.

Karzahni forced himself to his feet, forcing a twisted arm back into place. "Yes. I've heard of you, Makuta – a tin-covered tyrant who wishes to be lord of the Matoran... as if being worshipped by insects had some meaning. I do not know where you were going ... but your journey is about to end."

Matoro felt a great disturbance in the water. He turned to look for its source and then gasped at the sight. It was Manas crabs – hundreds of them – huge and hungry, and all of with only one thought in their bestial minds:

Kill the enemies of Karzahni.

Matoro felt like he was in the middle of a nightmare, and he dearly wished he could wake up. Karzahni sought the Staff of Artakha they carried, but Makuta was not about to give that up without a fight. When the battle began to go against him, Karzahni summoned a horde of Manas Crabs to his aid. 'Manas' - the word meant 'monster' in Matoran, for that's what they were. The Toa of Ice's heart froze as the Manas moved in. He hurled his ice power at them, but they shrugged it off. Once it had taken six Toa to stop only a pair of Manas, and now he and Makuta faced hundreds. Strangely, the Master of Shadows did nothing. He didn't hurl shadow bolts or chain-lightning. He just waited and watched until the crabs were well within striking distance. Then he reached out with his mind, his most powerful weapon. Using his power to control beasts of land, sea and air he seized control of half the Manas and turned them against the others. It was a horrible sight as the huge, savage Manas tore at each other. Karzahni looked on in shock as his army disintegrated before his eyes. Matoro looked away, Makuta simply laughed.

"Pests," said the Master of Shadows. "They do make such a mess. Perhaps, Karzahni, I should set the survivors on you."

Now was Karzahni's turn to smile. He had powers of his own, powers Makuta could not hope to cope with, he was sure. Triggering his ability, he thrust a vision into Makuta's mind. Now Makuta saw, as surely as if it were really happening, the future day when the Toa Nuva would awaken the Great Spirit Mata Nui. He saw Mata Nui rise, whole for the first time in a thousand years. And then he saw the Great Spirit's power surge through the universe, seeking out those who would dare to rebel against him. He saw the terrible vengeance of Mata Nui, and knew the final punishment that waited for him. And Makuta screamed.

Makuta's scream slowly died away into silence. Matoro wondered what had happened – had Karzahni's power broken the villain, driven him mad... even killed him?

But a glance at the Maxilos robot Makuta possessed gave the answer. The eyes were fixed on Karzahni with a gaze that was made all the more frightening by the complete lack of emotion in it. After a long moment, Makuta spoke.

"You ... made a ... mistake, Karzahni," he said. "You see, I don't get nightmares ..."

With one backhanded sweep of an armored fist, Makuta sent Karzahni sprawling. "I give them."

Standing over his fallen foe, Makuta whispered, "Your shadow plays are impressive, tyrant – but never forget who is the true master of shadows."

With that, Makuta plunged telepathically into the mind of Karzahni. It was a complex parchment of mad dreams, burning ambitions, twisted memories, and long-buried fears. Makuta considered all the subtle ways he could attack, and rejected them all. Karzahni had hurt him. Karzahni must pay in full.

Grasping Karzahni's mind with his own, Makuta tore it to shreds. Then, with the merest sample of his magnetic power, he sent the dictator hurtling through the ocean until he was lost from sight.

Toa Lesovikk had watched the battle with Sarda and Idris. They had discovered the Ga-Matoran, mutated by the waters as Sarda had been, and recruited her in their task. Now both Matoran wondered if their quest was even necessary anymore.

"Karzahni doesn't seem like he would still be a threat," said Sarda. "Not after what Maxilos just did to him."

"I'm not sure who this Maxilos is or what his powers are," said Lesovikk. "But I once ran into a rock lion, half-dead from injuries received in battle, mad with pain. I thought it would be easy to end it and put the poor thing out of its misery." He paused, then said, "That fight lasted three days ... and the rock lion won. Don't underestimate a wounded foe."

Lesovikk began to swim in the direction Karzahni had traveled. "If anything, our enemy may be more dangerous now than ever before."

Meanwhile, in the deserted realm of Karzahni, the Toa Nuva arrived in pursuit of Icarax. They found hundreds of Matoran, their spirits as crushed as their bodies were distorted. These victims of Karzahni had been inexplicably abandoned (for there was no sign of the realm’s ruler, or the Manas he commanded). With gentle words and a great deal of patience, Lewa and Onua were able to convince the Matoran to leave their prison and head north toward Metru Nui.

It turned out the Toa had no need to search for Icarax – he struck at them from ambush. At first they thought he was the Makuta they had fought before, for he wore the Mask of Shadows. But he was, if anything, a more skilled and ferocious warrior, felling Gali’s teammates with swift, sure blows.

Now Gali was standing alone against the Makuta. She had to make a choice – should she do what she’d have to do to stop Icarax, risking her friends' lives? Or should she let him escape? There really was no choice. Even as Icarax gloated over his triumph, Gali was summoning every last bit of moisture from the air for hundreds of kios around. Whe was merging it together, bending it to her will, preparing to unleash all her elemental power in one single explosion of force.

A wall of water a thousand feet high crashed into the realm of Karzahni, shattering buildings, leveling everything and everyone in its path. Gali strained to make the currents obey, but couldn’t snatch the Staff from Icarax's hand. She did succeed, however, in using her mask power to allow the other Toa Nuva to breathe water.

When the flood tide subsided, Icarax was gone and the Toa Nuva, somehow, survived. Of this realm, nothing was left ... nothing but a Noble Hau floating on the water, one which once belonged to a hero. Tahu saved it from being lost. Gali looked around at the destruction she had caused, and wondered if too much had already been lost today.

Toa Lesovikk, Sarda and Idris swam slowly through the Pit, keeping an eye out for predators. They had been following the wounded Karzahni for the better part of a day, and had seen him finally take refuge in a sea cave. Lesovikk was fairly certain Karzahni had not spotted them, but he wasn't going to take any chances.

"This is what we're going to do," he said to the two Matoran. "I spotted some equipment in a Barraki weapons cache. We're going to make a trap, and then lure Karzahni into it. And then we can --"

Lesovikk abruptly stopped speaking. The world around him had changed. He wasn't underwater anymore, side by side with two mutated Matoran in pursuit of a madbeing. No, he was with his old Toa team – his long dead Toa team – and they were battling for their lives against a massive cloud of acid. Two dozen Rahi and a handful of Matoran had already died on this island, turned to ashes by tendrils of the gaseous menace. Now it was bearing down on the eight Toa who dared to stand against it.

Somewhere in the back of his mind, Lesovikk knew this had happened before. He had hesitated for the briefest of moments and the cloud had destroyed his teammates. But here he was, and here they were, and maybe he had a second chance. He summoned his Elemental power and sent a cyclone at the cloud, tearing apart its substance and scattering it to the winds.

And just like that ... it was over. His fellow Toa were smiling and bumping fists with him, already talking about the next adventure they would have. Grateful Matoran were pouring out of their homes to thank the heroes who had saved them all. He had done it! He had defeated the creature and his team was together and alive!

"Lesovikk?" said Toa Nikila. She was a Toa of Lightning and his closest friend on the team. "Are you all right? You seem so far away."

"All right?" he responded. "Yes ... no ... it's just ... this doesn't feel right somehow. Like it wasn't supposed to happen this way."

"Don't be silly," she laughed. "Of course it was – we won, didn't we, thanks to you. We're Toa. Don't we always win in the end? So stop frowning and come on, the Matoran are putting on a celebration for us."

Lesovikk followed along, but his thoughts were still elsewhere. He couldn't escape the feeling that he wasn't supposed to be here, that there was something else he should be doing right now. But for the life of him, he couldn't think of what it was. And he wasn't sure that he wanted to ... because one thing he did know was that right now, this moment, he felt the happiest he had in a long, long time.

He was with his team, and that was where he intended to stay. No one and nothing would take him away from them, ever again.

Sarda and Idris stared with increasing concern at Lesovikk. He seemed to be in a trance of some kind and nothing they had done had been able to rouse him. It was Sarda who put their fears into words.

"Lesovikk said Karzahni can show you alternate events – usually horrifying ones, intended to terrify you. But, Idris ... what if he showed you a future – or a past – that you wished for? And what if you wanted it so much ... that you stayed trapped in that vision forever?"

"This is crazy!" whispered Idris, swimming fast to keep up with Sarda. "Would you just hold up for a second and listen?"

Sarda shook his head. "You saw what happened outside. Karzahni did ... something to Lesovikk, I know he did. That leaves only us to fight him, and that's what we're going to do."

The two villagers swam deeper into the sea cave. Lurking somewhere inside was the maddened Karzahni, a figure of fear for every villager. Was it bravery that drove the two Matoran to dare challenge him, or insanity? Even Sarda couldn't say for sure.

"Now, remember the plan," said Sarda. "I was able to find the material Lesovikk mentioned and rig a makeshift trap. We get him to chase us, he trips the trap, and wham!"

"I just hope it's wham for him," said Idris, "not wham for us."

Outside the cave, Toa Lesovikk remained trapped in a vision of what might have been. His Toa team, which in reality had died thousands of years before, lived again in his Karzahni-created hallucination. There they were – Toa of Fire, Lightning, Sonics, Iron, Stone, Gravity, and Water, banded together in the first ever Toa team.

In his mind, millennia had passed, filled with hard-fought battles and great victories. Most recently, they had saved a band of Toa besieged by Frostelus on a remote island. A novice Toa, Lhikan, had shown such bravery in the fight that Lesovikk was considering recruiting him. As he looked around the battlefield, Lesovikk knew that all was right in his world.

"That was fun," said Toa Nikila, smiling. "I never get tired of bashing a few heads together. Hey, some of the guys were suggesting we patrol that Zyglak hunting ground next week – what do you think?"

"Sure, I --" Lesovikk began, and then stopped. Something she had said had suddenly triggered a flash of memory. In it, Nikila and the others were dead, killed by the acid cloud they had defeated so long ago ... but wait, that wasn't right. They weren't dead, they were alive ... weren't they? And they weren't killed by an acid cloud ...

"Zyglak," the Toa of Air said abruptly. "You were killed by Zyglak."

"What?" asked Nikila. "Those losers kill me? Not on their best day."

But Lesovikk could see it all now, as clearly as he saw Nikila's armor, her trident, and her Mask of Possibilities. They had been in a battle, long ago, but not with an acid cloud, with a horde of Zyglak. He had seen them coming, but hadn't acted fast enough, and ... and ...

And his teammates died. They all died.

He looked at Nikila. She was fading, breaking apart, like the trick of the mind she had been all along. She pleaded with him to help her, but he forced himself to close his eyes and turn away. He had lost his chance to help her, or any of the others, long ago.

When he opened his eyes again, he was back in the Pit. His friends were gone; his future was gone; and all that was left him was revenge.

Toa Lesovikk was about to charge into Karzahni's cave when he saw red and blue streaks heading out of it. They turned out to be Sarda and Idris, with Karzahni in maddened pursuit behind them.

Lesovikk glanced around. The crude trap was already in place. As Sarda and Idris emerged from the cave, he grabbed them and threw them roughly to the side. Unable to halt his lunge, Karzahni struck the trap, which promptly slammed shut around him. 

The Toa of Air had waited a long time for this moment. Now Karzahni would pay for his crimes against the Matoran. But as Lesovikk looked at what remained of the once fearsome ruler – now a maddened, pathetic shell, thanks to his previous battle – the Toa turned away, sickened. There was nothing more he could do to Karzahni than had already been done ... and leaving him alive was a worse punishment than killing him.

"That Toa who told me about this place ... Krakua, I think his name was... he said if Karzahni was captured, someone would come to take him away," Lesovikk muttered.

"Wherever they take him, I hope they have strong chains," said Sarda. "But ... now what? Idris and I have become water-breathers – we can't live in our own village anymore! What's going to become of us?"

Lesovikk turned away in time to see a strange figure disappearing with Karzahni. (This was Botar from the Order of Mata Nui, still a stranger to Lesovikk.) "Follow me," said the Toa. He led the two Matoran to a small cave in which were scattered fragments of equipment.

"I think this used to be some kind of breathing system," said the Toa. "I found it when I was scouting around. It won't work for breathing air, but I might be able to repair it for water-breathing. Only thing is, there's only enough equipment here for one unit."

Idris looked at Sarda, then back at Lesovikk. "You take it, Toa. The world needs you. Two Matoran more or less won't matter."

"I don't know that there's any place left for me in the world I've known," Lesovikk replied. "Maybe there is in this one. Anyway, I am in no hurry to leave."

"Then neither am I," said Sarda. Before Idris could object, he cut her off. "You take it, Idris. Go back to Mahri Nui. Tell them ... tell them I wanted a new adventure."

Idris wanted to argue, but the look in Sarda's eyes told her it would do no good. After many hours of work, Lesovikk had fashioned a crude helmet that would allow Idris to breathe sea water that would be held inside the device. Sarda kept his goodbye to her short, but Lesovikk could see how hard it was for both of them.

"Where will you go now?" the Toa asked.

"With you," Sarda replied. "I don't know everything you've been through, but I think maybe you could use a friend."

Lesovikk thought for a long time, and then slowly nodded. "And a reminder of what I once was ...  and maybe could be again."

Together, Toa and Matoran swam off into the depths of the ocean, both being careful to look only ahead, never back.

If Makuta was at all rattled by his fierce battle with Karzahni, he didn't show it. Nor had he displayed any particular emotion when he and Matoro had met with Makuta Icarax, who had brought the Staff of Artakha to the waters above the Pit. He had simply taken the object from his fellow Brotherhood member and dismissed Icarax with a nod. Now he and Matoro stood over the shadowed remains of Toa Tuyet's armor. A single fragment of the Nui Stone gleamed in the darkness.

"That is all the staff needs," said Makuta quietly. "One piece, and its power will recreate the stone as it once was."

"And what good will that do you?" asked Matoro. "What do you plan to do with it?"

"Very well, my curious little Toa," Makuta replied. "Think on this. Tuyet, and later Nidhiki, were not the only Toa to ever turn bad. And if the next one should happen to fall under my sway, well what better than to use the Nui Stone to increase his power, a hundred-fold, a thousand-fold; imagine an all-powerful Toa at my command, wiping your kind from the face of this planet."

Makuta aimed the Staff of Artakha at the Nui Stone fragment, and triggered its power. Slowly the pieces of the stone began to float through the water, drifting toward each other, joining together for the first time in a thousand years.

"I can't let you do this!" yelled Matoro, charging forward.

Makuta waved his hand and a stasis field froze the Toa of Ice.

"And I can't let you stop me." said Makuta. "No one can stop me now."

A blast of sheer raw power struck the Master of Shadows squarely in the back. Makuta staggered, dropping the staff.

"Who dares?" he snarled.

"In my time, I've dared lots of things. Maybe too many things." came the reply. "I fell a long way from the light, and I can never find my way back."

Makuta whirled. Hovering in the water was Brutaka, former guardian of the Mask of Life, now mutated prisoner of the Pit. Wisps of energy were still drifting from his open hand. His body had changed, twisted spikes now jutting out of his armor, and what looked like a long dorsal fin running down his back. Brutaka stood, ready for battle.

"But the darkness is not so complete that I can't recognize a monster when I see one."

Makuta hurled a blast of shadow energy at Brutaka. The warrior side-stepped and dove past Makuta, snatching up the Staff of Artakha, even as he shouted "Botar!"

Events happened quickly then. The Order of Mata Nui agent known as Botar appeared suddenly in the midst of battle, taking the staff from Brutaka. He spared a moment for a nod of thanks to his former team-mate before vanishing once more.

"It's gone." Brutaka said to Makuta. "The staff is gone where you can not reach it. You've lost."

"If I have lost the staff, you are about to lose everything." said Makuta.

Brutaka did not tremble at the threat, or back away. Instead he just laughed - a long, hard laugh with a little trace of madness in it.

"You seem to have me mistaken," he said, "for someone who has anything at all left to lose. Get out of here, now!" Brutaka shouted to Matoro. "Get back to the other Toa - I'll handle Makuta!"

"As you handled the Toa Nuva and the Toa Inika?" sneered Makuta. "Are you fool enough to think you can trust him, Matoro?"

Toa Matoro weighed his choice. Brutaka had once been a member of the Order of Mata Nui, before he had turned bad, but Makuta? His spirit had been black from the day he had been created. There was no choice at all. He swam away as fast as he could, heading for a rendezvous with his teammates.

"You cost me the Nui Stone," growled Makuta, hurling a burst of Shadow energy at Brutaka. "You have become... an annoyance."

But the shadow bolt never reached its target. Triggering the power of his Kanohi Mask, Brutaka opened a dimensional portal and shunted the energy into the Zone of Darkness, where it could harm nothing.

"Then let's see if I can move up to an irritation," said Brutaka, firing his own blast of energy from his sword. The blast knocked Makuta's weapon from his hand. "You know, Makuta, we can do this all day, but it won't get you what you want."

"And that is?" asked Makuta even as he used his control over Gravity to slam Brutaka into a nearby mountain.

"Ow!" said Brutaka. "Well, you don't want the Mask of Life. If you did, you would never have hired those bumbling Piraka to get it for you. But you do want to be there when it's found, pulling everyone's strings. You want to decide who has it, how they use it, and when. Am I getting warm?"

"A little too warm for comfort," answered Makuta, throwing a stasis field around Brutaka. But the former Order of Mata Nui member demolished the field with one swipe of his blade.

"Please," said Brutaka, "I was getting out of stasis fields when you were still on Destral raising Archives Moles."

"What is it you want, Brutaka?"

"Once I would have said I wanted the mask myself," Brutaka replied. "Once I would have seen myself ruling a universe with it. Now I guess you could say my vision's improved and I just want to see you sweat." Brutaka smiled. "Oh, and by the way Nocturn had the mask last I saw but Hydraxon was about to take it away from him. And who knows what that lunatic will do with it. So maybe you better go see."

Makuta's instinct was to continue the battle, but Brutaka was right - he couldn't afford to lose control of events, not at this late stage. "This isn't over," warned the Master of Shadows.

Brutaka ran a finger along the razor-sharp edge of his sword. "Oh, Makuta, I'm counting on that!"

*

Turaga Nuju sat in his observatory high atop a Knowledge Tower in Ko-Metru. It was not a chamber he expected to be using for much longer. Its purpose was the study of the stars above Metru Nui, but there were precious few still burning. Those that remained were rapidly fading. When the last of them was extinguished, the universe would be on its final countdown to destruction.

More than anything, it was the feeling of helplessness that was driving him mad. The Toa Nuva had left some time ago to try to save the Great Spirit Mata Nui and the universe, but never returned. Jaller had led a team of Matoran to find the Toa Nuva, and they had never returned either. What kind of dangers were they facing? What was taking so long? What sort of lunatic would want to oppose them, knowing that the fate of all existence hinged on their success?

“They must find the Mask of Life and use it to save Mata Nui”, thought Nuju. “And they must find it soon or a sky full of dead stars will be the least of our worries.

*

Hydraxon had no notice of anything around him while he fired at the Kanohi Ignika. Then, a sudden riptide pulled his first shot off course. Before he could fire others, Hahli Mahri stopped him from firing. However, then Mantax appeared and took the mask, which weakened Hahli and Hydraxon while strengthening Mantax as part of his curse. Mantax departed with the mask and was later followed by Hydraxon. The other Toa Mahri, meanwhile, discovered Hahli.

*

Meanwhile, Tahu insisted that the Toa Nuva had to go on, regardless of their failure with the Staff of Artakha, and carry out the other tasks on the list. They decided to split up. Tahu and Kopaka traveled to an island chain far to the south of the universe to quell a series of active volcanoes. Pohatu and Onua journeyed south as well, seeking out an artifact known as the "Heart of the Visorak." Gali was assigned to return to the surface of the island of Mata Nui, while Lewa simply vanished. 

Mata Nui was much changed from when Gali had seen it last. The Bohrok had done their work well, scouring it of all trees, rocks, rivers and streams. Their job had not been an easy one, as evidenced by the number of shattered Bohrok scattered about and the badly wounded Rahi dragon that lay in their midst. The beast had evidently interfered with their mission and paid the price for it. 

Gali did what she could to ease its suffering, then began her task. Very few geologic features remained on Mata Nui, but to her surprise, the cliffside and its telescope remained, just as the parchment had assured that they would. As instructed, Gali focused the telescope on the red star far above. She made careful note of the location of the star in space, its angle to the planet, its brightness and whether it seemed to be moving away from the island, toward it, or remaining parallel to it. 

Something suddenly prompted the Toa Nuva of Water to combine the power of her Mask of X-Ray Vision with the telescope’s ability. She focused on the red star ... and stumbled back, shocked. For she had seen inside the star, and where Gali expected there to be a fiery heart of energy, she instead saw that there was something alive inside the star!

Gali Nuva sprang from the telescope and started running across the sands of Mata Nui. She had to track down the other Toa Nuva and let them know what she had seen. She was so intent on her course that when Botar suddenly appeared before her, she almost collided with him.

"You are needed," said the Order of Mata Nui member. The next instant, he reached out to take her hand and they both disappeared. When Gali could see clearly again, it was obvious she was no longer on the island of Mata Nui.

She found herself standing in a vast, spherical chamber, alongside Botar and the other Toa Nuva. The place seemed familiar to her somehow, but she couldn’t place it. Then the shadows in the chamber seemed to grow deeper and a female voice filled the room.

"You have done well, Toa," said the voice. "You have justified the Order of Mata Nui's faith in you. That is why we have brought you here, to Daxia, to see the fruits of your labors."

A light shone down from above on what looked like a power cradle of some kind. A massive warrior, easily nine feet in height, walked up to it carrying the Staff of Artakha. That alone was a surprise, since Gali and the others thought the Brotherhood of Makuta had the staff. Even more shocking was what happened next – the warrior placed the staff in a niche on the cradle, and the artifact began to glow and hum.

"Mata Nui suffered much due to the Makuta's treacherous attack," said the voice. "Now it is time to ease that suffering and prepare the way for his return."

The hum grew louder, and the glow brighter. Finally, Tahu had had enough. "What's going on here?"

"What you see is a but a fraction of the power of the staff," the voice replied. "Even now, its energies are reaching out from Metru Nui to the southern islands, undoing the damage that was done by Mata Nui's fall. Chasms are sealed; buildings restored to glory; mountains rise, and rivers flow once more. And when your fellow heroes sever the cord that binds Voya Nui to Mahri Nui, it too will be restored to where it belongs and the hole it made sealed behind it."

"That one stick can do all that?" asked Pohatu.

"And more," said the voice. "Its only limitation is that it cannot reach into the universe core and heal the damage there, for the walls of that place are too well-shielded. But what it can do, it will do."

Gali had a thought. "What about the island of Mata Nui? Will it repair what the Bohrok did there?"

The voice laughed. "No, the Bohrok did what they were meant to do, even as you have done. And now, Toa Nuva, you have one more task to perform ... the most dangerous of them all."

*

Meanwhile, Matoro warned the other Toa Mahri that the Cord had to be destroyed for Mata Nui to be revived. However, destroying the cord would put all of the Matoran in great danger. They led the Matoran of Mahri Nui and Axonn led the Matoran of Voya Nui to underground chambers on Voya Nui so they would be safe when the island crashed down. As they led the Matoran up the Cord they were ambushed by the Piraka who had been mutated into having only their faces and spines. Zaktan took a Matoran hostage, as the other Piraka dealt with the Toa. Jaller desperately tried to reassure Zaktan.

“What's the point of this, Zaktan? You want the Mask of Life, and we don't have it. Fighting us accomplishes nothing.”
”Wrong. It brings you pain. And we want to go on bringing you pain, Toa. Now lay down your weapons and surrender, or this Matoran dies—-along with many more. You know how many we can kill before you can stop us.”

However, the Piraka and the Toa were knocked unconscious by an electrical blast from Axonn. The Piraka were later taken away by the Order of Mata Nui for questioning and imprisoned in a water tank on Daxia.
When the Toa came to, they found that Axonn had saved them. Then Axonn gave the Toa Mahri a "vehicle" so they could reach Mahri Nui once again. The vehicle, actually a modified Rahi, repaired any injuries done to the Toa as they traveled. When they reached the Pit, Jaller and Matoro sought out the mask while the others battled the Barraki. Gadunka, now an enraged sea monster, showed up and Hewkii, without success, hurled a boulder at him but then hit him with his Electrified Chains and defeated him. 

Meanwhile the Toa Nuva stood in a small chamber, waiting for the one who would lead them to our next, and supposedly most dangerous, task. In the meantime, they checked our weapons and armor for any damage and got caught up on each others' adventures.

"It was a golden crystal," Onua was saying. "About as big as Pohatu's head, and suspended in mid-air – don't ask me how. We'd been told not to let it touch the ground, and it was a good thing we listened."

“Why?” Gali asked.

"Heart of the Visorak, they call it," answered Pohatu. "Ever wonder how the Makuta get the horde assembled? Put this crystal in the ground and they all come, no matter where they might be, no matter how far away. I guess our hosts don't want the Brotherhood able to gather them quite so easily next time."

"What about you, Lewa?" Gali said to the Toa of Air. "Where did Tahu send you?"

"No place," shrugged Lewa Nuva. "Some weird voice sent me up to Mata Nui – I must have been and gone just before you arrived, Gali – to deep-dig up a sundial, of all things, and bring it to Metru Nui."

"And do what with it?" asked Tahu, never looking up from his scorched armor. Kopaka looked even worse after their struggle to cap erupting volcanoes. 

"Got me," said Lewa. “I was told to leave it in the Archives, so that's what I did. By the way, after quick-seeing our old island, never hire the Bohrok as decorators."

"It's time to go." The words, spoken softly, came from a Matoran who stood in the doorway. "We have a journey to make and little time in which to make it."

"A long journey where?" asked Kopaka. "I am getting a little tired of running around like a hungry stone rat with no idea why."

The Matoran just smiled. "You are being given a great honor – to set foot on the island of Artakha. Once we are there, my master will speak with you ... or not ... depending on his whim. He may open his fortress for the first time in millennia and welcome you in – or he may banish you forever without a second thought."

"Sounds like a party," said Pohatu. "When do we leave?"

The world suddenly blurred around the Toa Nuva. When their vision cleared again, they were standing with the Matoran on a desolate beach. "Leave?" said the villager. "Why, you have already arrived. Good fortune to you, Toa ... may you live to leave Artakha once more."

Meanwhile, Jaller Mahri attacked and surprised Mantax, causing him to drop the mask. Mantax swam after it, but Jaller blasted him with fire and took the mask. Matoro saw Teridax/Maxilos head for Jaller and froze him and then prepared to freeze him for all time, thus ending the threat of Teridax lurking in the universe. 

Makuta was cold. Colder than he had ever been. Colder even than the darkness he inhabited. On his way to prevent Hydraxon from acquiring the Mask of Life, he had been ambushed by Toa Matoro, and frozen inside super hard ice. Now even his energy was beginning to crystallize, not at all good from his point of view.

Through the clear ice he could dimly make out the forms of the Toa Mahri, Barraki and Hydraxon in a mad scramble for the artifact. None of them, he was sure, had the slightest idea what this mask could really do. To them, it was just a bright golden treasure to be warred over like hungry Rahi after a meal. Makuta, of course, knew better. He had pieced together half-remembered legends, whispered rumors, even fragments of information retrieved in the long past raid on the island of Artakha.

The Mask of Life was intended as more than just a cure-all for the Great Spirit Mata Nui in the event of his illness. No, no - the Mask of Life was a quick solution to another problem altogether. The Great Beings had created a universe, but they could not be certain it would operate as they wished. And if it did not, if the population plunged into war, if pestilence and famine took hold, if all hope was gone, the mask would activate, draining all life from every being and ending the universe once and for all time.

When the time came, the mask would first turn from gold to silver, and eventually to black when the end time had arrived. Axonn, Brutaka, Umbra - all the noble guardians of the Kanohi Ignika had never realized that they were protecting an item that could bring about complete annihilation. But Makuta knew its true importance and had factored that into his great plan. Of course death by freezing had not been a part of the scheme.

As Jaller laid hand on the mask, Hydraxon appeared and took the mask from Jaller, then threw him away. Jaller sent a wall of fire to stop Hydraxon from getting to the mask.

That was when Makuta noticed something, something quite wonderful. A lone drop of water was falling down the outside of his icy prison. Then he saw why - Jaller had created a wall of flame and the heat was melting Matoro's ice and freedom was moments away. The powerful limb of Maxilos shattered the prison, and Makuta guided his new body into the battle. It was time to move the plan one step closer to completion.

Spinax attacked Hydraxon and occupied him, while Teridax tried to take the mask, however, Matoro grabbed it first and fled, to meet with the other Toa Mahri at the Cord. Curiously, Teridax did not pursue Matoro and the mask. 

Elsewhere, the Barraki met at the Razor Whale's Teeth, where Mantax revealed that they had been betrayed by one of their own thousands of years ago. Before he could reveal the traitor through a tablet he found, explosions from a fight between Maxilos and Hydraxon, who now knew Maxilos' true identity, caused an avalanche. Takadox exposed himself as the traitor by stealing the tablet and trying to kill Mantax, but the other Barraki did not kill him, instead they chose to keep him around to help to retrieve the Ignika. However, they were confronted by Maxilos, who revealed his true identity as the one who caused their imprisonment, Teridax. After a brief battle that left five of the Barraki unconscious, Takadox presented the ancient Tablet of Transit to Teridax, hoping to be spared. However, he was instead cast into a vision where his Underwater Insects turn on him and attack him.

While he was distracted, the Barraki, who had faked their unconsciousness, gathered their armies. They ordered them to attack the Maxilos robot, and damaged it beyond repair. The Barraki departed with their armies, intent on acquiring the Ignika again.

The Toa Mahri, now reunited and with the mask, fired their blasters at the Cord and destroyed it, sending Voya Nui plummeting to the depths. It hit Mahri Nui, smashed it to pieces, and zoomed off toward where it originally was. The Mask of Life was pulled along behind it and the Toa Mahri followed it. However, the Barraki also pursued. Matoro, with the mask, outran all of the other Toa to try to save Mata Nui. However, as Matoro swam, the mask slowly lost its light and eventually turned silver and faded. Matoro looked at it and realized that the Great Spirit was dead.

Matoro knew that it could not end that way, and swam away to try and reach Voya Nui as it descended. Jaller and the other Toa Mahri chose to stay behind to confront the Barraki and buy Matoro time.

Matoro followed Voya Nui as it continued its rapid descent, and came face to face with the holes which were punctured on the dome of the Southern Continent and Karda Nui as a result of Voya Nui's ascent out of the Southern Continent. Matoro fell down the waterfall which led into the core, slipping under Voya Nui moments before impact.

Meanwhile Hydraxon found Spinax and the damaged Maxilos, but noticed that it no longer held any sign of Teridax, who had possessed it.

The Barraki attacked the Toa Mahri with their armies, and tried to break past them to pursue Matoro. Jaller then realized that they would soon lose, and decided to perform a Nova Blast; a blast that would have destroyed the surrounding area from the fire heating up the water around them. Despite the arguments held by the other Mahri, Jaller stated that it was the only way they could make time to save Mata Nui.

The Quest To Awaken Mata Nui

In the heart of a waterfall, Matoro fell.

The outside world was a blur of motion. He thought he caught glimpses of high mountains around him. It seemed there was a body of murky water down below, though he could not be sure. At one point, a dark, winged shape flew through the falls just below him, but he could not identify it.

Time was measured in micro-seconds now, flashes of sight and sensation as he plunged deep into the core of the universe. He realized that he had made this leap of faith with absolutely no idea what he was supposed to do with the Mask of Life once he got here. It almost made him laugh. His five best friends were giving their lives for him, and here he was, moments from disaster and still clueless about what it would take to be a hero this day.

''Put on the mask.''

"What—?" he said, startled. "Who said that?"

There was no answer. Had he really heard that, or was he losing his mind?

''Put on the mask.''

The Mask of Life — no one really knew the limits of its power. Maybe he was just hallucinating that he heard a voice, but the idea... what if the mask had to be, not just carried to the core, but donned for its power to be used? He remembered Takua, the adventurous Matoran who was hailed as the "herald" of a seventh Toa, meant to bring the Mask of Light to him wherever he might be. Little did anyone know Takua was destined to become that Toa, and the hero he had to find was the one who lived inside his own heart.

''The universe is a riddle,'' thought Matoro. ''Turaga Nuju often said that. It hints at the path you are meant to walk, but never makes its message clear. You have to figure that out for yourself... and maybe I just did.''

With a trembling hand, Matoro placed the Kanohi Ignika on top of his own mask. He expected to feel a surge of strength, or perhaps the opposite, a sudden, terrible weakness. But instead he felt... different. His body felt light and tingled as if a current of energy ran through it. He was falling still, but no longer tumbling out of control. His form was straight as an arrow and headed for a target still unknown.

Images flashed through Matoro's mind. He saw the creation of the Ignika; its millenia of waiting for the proper time to be used and the destined wearer; he saw it taken from its resting place once before, to be used to heal the Great Spirit... and he saw what happened to the one who wore it then.

He didn't cry out, or protest, or rush to tear the mask from his face. Nor did he waste a single moment in regret. He had never asked to become a Toa, or desired it, and the mantle of hero had never fit comfortably on his shoulders. But now, now he knew, and the knowledge brought peace.

''Nuju was right. The universe is a riddle. And today, I am the answer.''

His arms were thrust out in front of him. They were glowing now, little sparkles of light like the starfield above the island of Mata Nui. His whole body was changing now, patterns of light swirling, energies being unleashed, as the Mask of Life drew forth the essence of the being called Matoro.

''Is this the end then?'' he wondered. ''Is this what it feels like?''

Yes, he decided. This was death. This was the price the Ignika demanded for its use. He would no longer exist as Matoro, as a Toa, as a living being of organic muscle and mechanical parts... he would be far less than what he was, and far more.

The world was changing all around him, and it did not frighten the Toa of Ice. He knew the real change was in how he was viewing his surroundings — no longer with eyes, a mind, a spirit bound to the physical world. He was becoming pure energy, pure life... the force that would bring the Great Spirit back from death. Already, he could barely remember how it felt to be in battle, or to be lonely, or to feel the warmth of a fire on a cold night. Pleasure, pain, satisfaction, disappointment, these were all just words to him now. He was beyond all that, or almost.

But there was one emotion, one part of his former life, that he had not forgotten — one memory he refused to surrender. Jaller, Hahli, Hewkii, Kongu, Nuparu — his friends — his partners — who had fought beside him and laughed with him and made all the burdens bearable. They were out there now in the black water, about to die at the claws of the Barraki. No one on Metru Nui would ever know of their heroism or the sacrifices they were willing to make. They would never see their homes or those they cared about ever again.

His own death, he could accept — but theirs? No, that was too high a price to pay, even to buy the salvation of a universe.

He was Toa Matoro, at least for a few moments more, and he wore the Mask of Life. Or perhaps the Mask of Life now wore him. He didn't know, or care. He knew his friends were willing to die for him and his destiny, and for that reason alone, they had to live.

Matoro pushed back against the power of the mask, fighting to hold on to his consciousness and his own existence for just another heartbeat. He wrestled with the power, pleaded with it, tried to bend it to his will. The Ignika, for reasons of its own, allowed this.

Once before, long ago, a Toa had donned the Ignika and lost his life to complete his mission. That Toa had tried to be brave, but there was fear in his heart and he met his end with grief and regret. The Ignika sensed none of this in Matoro — only a will and determination that rivaled even that of Mata Nui himself.

The Mask of Life, bound now to the energy of Matoro, granted him its power. Matoro seized upon it to perform his final act. It was not one of grand heroism, not a gesture that would shake the universe, but something more powerful and lasting than either one: a simple act of friendship.

*

On the seventh day of the siege of Karda Nui, only one village of 100 Av-Matoran was left.

*

After saving the Toa Mahri with the Ignika, Matoro surrendered himself gratefully and completely to his destiny. The merged energies of Toa and Kanohi mask exploded in the core of the universe, flooding it with light. Streams of golden power flowed into every part of this realm and then beyond it, until it had touched every place where the Great Spirit had once reigned. Just as countless beings had sensed the death of Mata Nui, so did they now feel life return to him. And in the sky above the city of Metru Nui, the stars shone brightly once before...

Before Jaller could unleash the nova blast, the Mahri were teleported back to Metru Nui. Jaller had to struggle to keep the level of power down so he would not destroy the city. The Mahri then noticed they could breath air again.

*

Meanwhile, in a wild and unknown area beneath the Coliseum of Metru Nui, Makuta Teridax in Antidermis form drifted through the defenses of the area. He had no worries about the weaponry here, for they were designed to deal with beings with a physical form. He then noticed a carving of a Kanohi Hau, and "spoke" to his "brother" Mata Nui as he often had. Soon, he arrived at his destination, and started to finish the last step of his Plan.

*

As the Makuta were raiding the final village of Karda Nui, Matoro’s use of the Kanohi Ignika flooded Karda Nui with a glowing ray of light, which caused Antroz, Chirox, and Vamprah to lose their sight. The Av-Matoran, now led by Tanma, took the opportunity to attack the blinded Makuta, but the Makuta soon recovered, using three Shadow Matoran, Gavla, Kirop, and Radiak as their "eyes" via telepathy.

*

Back on Metru Nui, Matoran celebrated the revival of Mata Nui. However, Vakama approached the Toa Mahri and told them that he had seen through a vision that Matoro had perished, to their great sadness. 

*

Toa Mahri Hahli sat on the shore of Metru Nui’s silver sea and gazed sadly out at the water. She had always hoped to see this city again, and its people – but even in her worst nightmares, she had never expected to return with the tale she brought.

Kopeke, a Ko-Matoran, walked slowly up to her and sat down without saying a word. Once the residents of Metru Nui learned Hahli had become a Toa, it was necessary that one of their number be appointed to act as Chronicler in her place. The choice of the city elders had been Kopeke, long a trusted aide to Turaga Nuju. He adjusted his mask and then waited in silence for Hahli to begin to speak.

“I don’t envy you”, the Toa Mahri of Water said finally. “When Takua was Chronicler, he wrote of many victories and many defeats. One of the first events I had to record during my time in the post was the destruction of the village of Ta-Koro. But never did I think such a tragic history as this would ever need to be written. Still, Turaga Nokama says sometimes the best way to make sadness go away is to let it float form you on a tide of words.”

Kopaka nodded, but said nothing. He was never the most social of Matoran, and this situation clearly made him uncomfortable. Still, the Turaga felt the so-often-silent Matoran was the best choice for the job of Chronicler – after all, it is impossible to learn anything while you are speaking.

Hahli took a deep breath. She knew it was getting close to the time to she would have to leave Ga-Metru and join her friends for the memorial in the Coliseum. But how she would make it through that ceremony, she had no idea.

“It happened... so fast”, she said. “One moment, he was there in front of me... the next...”

She paused, the words hard to come by. Kopeke looked away, not sure what he should do in this situation. “You know, Jaller always used to say that Toa were invincible, because the things they stand for — unity, duty, and destiny — are invincible”, Hahli continued. “Oh, we had seen them injured, even defeated temporarily, but somehow they — we — always stood to fight again. Even in the worst moments, I thought surely we would win out and return home again. That's what Toa do, isn't it? That’s what heroes do.”

Kopeke didn’t know how to respond. Even knowing that most Toa began their lives as Matoran, he had always thought of them as something different. They were better, stronger, more capable, and able to handle any problem. Seeing one so troubled and in so much pain shook him more than he wanted to admit. But he knew he had a job to do, an important job – to make sure no one ever forgot what happened in the depths of the Pit.

“If you write nothing else, Chronicler, write this”, said Hahli. “Sometimes a hero has to do something else besides beat the villains and come home covered in glory. Sometimes, he has to make a sacrifice so that a lot of people – people he’s never even met, and who don’t know his name – can live.”

Kopeke scratched her words down on a stone tablet, and then waited expectantly. After a few more moments, Hahli began to speak again, her words transporting the Chronicler to the black water beneath Mahri Nui and a time only a few days past...

*

Afterwards, a ceremony honoring Matoro was held in the Coliseum.

*

In Karda Nui, as Tanma, Solek, and Photok tried to escape back to the village, the Toa Nuva were teleported by Artakha into the middle of the battle. Their new Adaptive Armor transformed in order to help the Toa stay aloft in Karda Nui's skies, and their Adaptive Weapons changed into powerful blasters and melee weapons designed for aerial combat. They quickly decided to aid the Matoran of Karda Nui, and the Toa flew into the battle. The battle remained at a stalemate until Onua discovered that the Makuta were blind. Tahu created a strategy using that knowledge, which involved aiming at the Shadow Matoran, in order to knock them off the Makuta's backs. The strategy worked for a moment, which allowed both sides to regroup and examine recent events.

One day after the rebirth of Mata Nui, Hydraxon decided to journey through the sea and try to recapture the Barraki and Nocturn. While hunting, he noticed that a school of Reef Raiders were panicking and swimming away. Hydraxon knew that the only thing that could scare one was a Takea. He quickly fired a Cordak missile at the two hungry Takea, and swam away from the explosion.

He met up with Pridak, who taunted him, and showed him the helmet of the original Hydraxon, proving the fact the he was not the real Hydraxon. Hydraxon continued to deny this fact, and attacked him. But Pridak revealed that the Matoran Dekar disappeared when Hydraxon appeared. Therefore, the only logical answered was that the Matoran had become Hydraxon by the power of the Ignika.

Hydraxon's memory of a Matoran came back immediately, as Pridak had hoped. Pridak was hoping for him to resign from his job, but was met with an attack. Hydraxon explained that he may not be the real Hydraxon, and that he was really a Matoran changed by the Mask of Life. However he also pointed out this was the life he was stuck with. A ferocious battle began, with Hydraxon being the victor. Then, as he pulled Pridak to his cell, he pointed out that Pridak had forgotten one thing in his tale about the Matoran who became a jailer: the happy ending.

The Toa Nuva returned to the Av-Matoran's shelter to discuss what happened. They began to discuss Pohatu's discovery that they had been in Karda Nui before, as well as the other memories that had begun to flow through the Toa's minds. During the course of the conversation, Pohatu discovered the light-firing abilities of the new blasters that Artakha had given them. Soon afterward, they learned the fate of Matoro from Tanma, and also learned of the possible location of the Kanohi Ignika. Eventually, the team decided to split up. One half of the team, consisting of Tahu, Gali, and Onua, would fly down into the swamp to search for the Kanohi Ignika, while Kopaka's team of himself, Pohatu, and Lewa stayed to fight Antroz's Makuta and defend the Matoran.

In Metru Nui, Toa Takanuva was walking along the shoreline, thinking about what might have happened differently if he had been able to intervene in recent events. Takanuva then felt something dark and strange in the back of his mind, which, unknown to him, was the Dark Hunter Dweller reading his mind. However, using instructions given to him by Turaga Onewa, he pushed back against the other mind and saw a mental picture of Dweller in the Great Archives in Onu-Metru, and heard the words "Dark Hunter" in his mind. After discovering where his attacker was, he raced to Onu-Metru, but he did not notice Makuta Icarax dropping a Tridax Pod, or the single Shadow Leech that came out of it and prepared to attack. Just outside the Archives, the leech leapt onto Takanuva's armor and began to devour his light. Takanuva's armor began to change from gold to gray as he fired a thin laser at the leech, which received it readily, until it began to dissolve. The leech then detached from Takanuva and squirmed away, but Takanuva continued to fire the laser until the leech smoldered into ashes. Takanuva then fell unconscious due to the sudden loss of his moral light.

As Tahu's team dove down into the mist-filled swamps of Karda Nui, the Phantoka Toa Nuva learned more about their past while defending the village from attack. As Kopaka and Lewa kept watch, Solek and Kopaka had a brief conversation about Kopaka and his past adventures. Kopaka learned that Takanuva had once been an Av-Matoran and Solek's best friend. After the talk, Solek gave Kopaka his piece of the Keystone, and informed Kopaka that, according to Matoran legend, that piece and five other pieces of the Keystone would be needed to awaken Mata Nui. Meanwhile, Lewa and Tanma spotted a Shadow Matoran flying just out of the Av-Matoran's range, and Lewa sent a blast of wind to knock the Matoran out of the sky. Kopaka quickly used an Ice bridge to slide over and capture the Matoran, who turned out to be Kirop, the former leader of the Karda Nui Matoran.

Meanwhile, Takanuva awoke inside one of the many rooms in the Archives designed for examining the bodies of dead Rahi. As he rose, he used his power to see a Toa of Water and another gray Toa, neither of which he knew. The Toa of Water revealed the gray Toa to be Toa Krakua, and that he had rescued Takanuva and brought him to this room, thinking that Takanuva might die. She then introduced herself as Toa Helryx, the leader of the Order of Mata Nui. Helryx told Takanuva about Krakua, that he was a courier to bring messages between the Order and the various Toa throughout the universe. Takanuva muttered that he must have taken a hard blow to the head when he fell unconscious. Helryx then reacted by ramming him against the wall with spikes of water, informing him that the Toa Nuva were in Karda Nui, and saying that only Takanuva could help them, due to the fact that he now was a Toa of both Light and Shadow. Krakua then stepped up, carrying a creature that looked like a cross between Krana and a Kraata. It affixed itself to Takanuva's Kanohi Avohkii, and he started to see a vision from the past.

After Tahu's team arrived in the swamp, they decided to split up in order to cover more ground in their search for the Kanohi Ignika. While searching, Tahu discovered the Codrex, a massive spherical structure. As he flew towards the Codrex, he was hurled backward by the sphere's powerful energy field. He crashed onto a small islet in the swamp, where Makuta Krika discovered him. Krika approached and began to explain to Tahu why the Makuta despise Toa, while draining the heat in the air as well as the heat in Tahu. Desperate for help, Tahu then used his remaining power and launched a fireball into the air as a signal to his teammates.

In Metru Nui, Takanuva awoke from his vision after Krakua removed the creature from his face. Helryx then informed him that the Toa Nuva had forgotten all he had just seen due to their sleep in the Toa Canisters, and were about to unknowingly destroy themselves, the Matoran, and everything else in the swamp in order to awaken Mata Nui. She then gave him his mission, the goal of which was to inform the Toa Nuva of the danger before it was too late. She also mentioned that as he did that, the Order of Mata Nui would strike at the Brotherhood's base on Destral. After he voiced his worries for the protection of his home city, Helryx told him that the city would be safe, with the help of the Toa Mahri and Brutaka. Takanuva doubted the trustworthiness of Brutaka, to which Helryx answered that the desperation of the universe's situation required it. She then informed him that Brutaka's Kanohi Olmak would be his transportation to Karda Nui, and then had Brutaka open a portal as close to Karda Nui as he could. Brutaka handed a sundial to Takanuva and explained its importance. Takanuva then stepped into the portal as the first step on his mission.

Within the Shadow Leech Hive, the Makuta Mutran and Chirox created a Rahi beast by the order of Antroz. After some brief argument about how the creature should be designed, Chirox called for a Shadow Matoran to attend to him, and threw the Matoran into the Liquid Protodermis vat. After the process was complete, Mutran pulled out the Rahi and argued more with Chirox, saying that the creature would either die of horror over its new appearance, or combine the worst elements of both species. Before Mutran could argue further, Antroz confirmed that the beast was sufficient for the mission he needed done. He reasoned that if it did not have the physical ability to escape the Toa, its appearance would stall them long enough to escape to Destral so that Mutran's Matoran assistant, Vican, could summon Icarax. At the revelation of Vican's mission, a wave of shock passed through the room due to the seemingly extravagant course of action. After they voiced their shock, Antroz replied that they had most likely been underestimating their enemies, as the Makuta often did.

Vezon opened his eyes, astonished to still be alive. The last thing he remembered, he was surrounded by Zyglak, who seemed immune to his wit and charm. Then there was a flash, the sensation of being grabbed by someone far stronger than he, a weird sensation of travel, and darkness. 

He looked around. The room he occupied was a large cell and he wasn’t in it alone. Vezon didn’t recognize any of the other four occupants, all of whom stood well away from the others. By reflex, he started calculating how long it would take to disable them and how quickly he could pick the lock of the cell door.

Vezon's musings were interrupted by the appearance of a sixth figure outside the cell. He was tall, lean and strong, wore a domed helmet, and carried a wicked double-bladed sword. The newcomer looked over the five prisoners as if they were cargo-hauling Ussal crabs up for auction.

"My name is Brutaka," the visitor said. "I know you have questions - I’m not here to answer them. Where you are, who I work for, what this place is - you don’t need to know. What you do need to know is that there are two, and only two, ways you can get out of here."

A Xian female stepped up to the bars and said in a dangerously soft voice, "And they are?"

"You can walk out, Roodaka, under your own power, and carry out a mission for some friends of mine," Brutaka replied. "Or I can carry you out, plant you in a hole outside, and we’ll see if anything grows."

Brutaka turned his attention to the others. "All of you have something in common – you have all had dealings with the Brotherhood of Makuta. Roodaka, here, betrayed them to the Dark Hunters, then betrayed the Dark Hunters as well – now both sides want her dead. Takadox and Carapar over there are Barraki, whose armies were crushed 80,000 years ago by the Brotherhood. The Makuta in the corner is Spiriah, who fouled up an experiment on the island of Zakaz so badly that his own people marked him for death."

Vezon timidly raised a hand. "Excuse me, oh brutal, blade-wielding, lover of gardening. I have never met any Makuta face to mask and wouldn’t know one if he stepped on me and ground me into the dirt. I think maybe you wanted someone else ... I’m Vezon with an 'n,' you see, not Vezok with a 'k,' and --"

The crab-like Carapar loped over, picked up Vezon by the neck, and bounced him off the back wall. "You talk too much," the Barraki growled.

"Oh, yes," Brutaka muttered, shaking his head. "This is going to work out just fine."

Onua was battling a Nui-Kopen when he was ambushed by Makuta Bitil and the past versions of the Makuta, which were summoned by Bitil's Kanohi Mohtrek. Bitil hit Onua with a bolt from his Nynrah Ghost Blaster. As he took control of Onua's mechanical parts, he explained the powers of his Ghost Blaster, and brought Onua to the Makuta's camp. Gradually, as the effect of the Ghost Blaster wore off, Onua cleverly pretended to still be under Bitil's control in order to perform his own ambush. As Bitil waited impatiently for Krika to arrive, Onua jumped into action, grabbing hold of Bitil's neck, and threatening to kill Bitil and dispose of his duplicates. Bitil then described the powers of the Kanohi Mohtrek and how his duplicates were actually his past selves, after which Onua took advantage of the situation to create a sudden eruption of mud, and escape while Bitil's duplicates were hurled off the ground. Bitil quickly flew after Onua, chasing him through the swamp. During the chase, Onua realized that his Midak Skyblaster had changed into a Nynrah Ghost Blaster similar to Bitil's. Onua promptly fired the blaster at Bitil, who, after being struck by the blast, was surrounded by a sphere of energy and sent plummeting to the swamp below.

Roodaka was furious. As she walked along the waterfront, clad in a cloak made of plant fibre, she imagined over and over again all the disgusting things she would someday turn Brutaka into with her Rhotuka spinner. One way or the other, he was going to pay for this.

Brutaka and his team – Roodaka, Vezon, Carapar, Takadox, and Makuta Spiriah – had arrived on the shores of the island of Stelt in a small boat. As soon as Roodaka recognized the skyline, she began to protest. Stelt was the home of the late Sidorak, her former comrade, and his people. Worse, Roodaka had set Sidorak up to be killed, and it was likely everyone on Stelt knew that. She would be about as welcome there as a Kikanalo stampede.

But Brutaka had insisted they would need a bigger boat to get where they were going, and this was the easiest place to get one. The only other team member to voice an objection was Spiriah, who believed Brotherhood of Makuta agents were waiting in every village to grab him.

"And just how are we going to purchase this boat?" Roodaka hissed. "We have no equipment, no arms other than yours, not even those ridiculous Matoran widgets. We have nothing of value to offer in exchange."

"Of course we do," Brutaka answered, as he pushed open the doors of a trading house. "We have you."

No sooner were the words out of his mouth than Carapar had seized her from behind. The team, along with the struggling Roodaka, stepped inside the dimly lit and foul smelling shack. The proprietor was one of Sidorak's species.

"We're here to make a purchase," said Brutaka. "Your fastest ship, outfitted with supplies for a long voyage to the south."

"To the south?" snorted the trader. "Meaning I will never see my ship, or you, again? Unless you can make me rich --"

Brutaka took the hood off Roodaka, who glared at him with murder in her eyes. "Would the reward you’ll get for capturing the killer of Sidorak be payment enough?" 

The trader smiled and invited the party out to view his prize craft. So excited was he by visions of the wealth that would soon be his that he never noticed Takadox had slipped away. The boat turned out to be good-sized, well armed with disk launchers, and large enough to accommodate at least a dozen beings. A crew of large, blue and gray armored bruisers were at work on it now.

"We'll take it," said Brutaka. There was a loud splash from the ocean side of the ship, but no one paid much mind to it.

"And I'll take the murderer," the trader said. "Sidorak was no prize, but we can't let Vortixx and Rahi kill our kind and get away with it, now can we?"

There was another splash, then another, and another. Brutaka ignored them. "Of course not. But if you want people to believe you caught this dangerous criminal, you will need to look like you've been in a fight. A light tap to your head would do the trick, perhaps. My colleague, Vezon, can handle it – you won't feel a thing."

"Ever again," Vezon chimed in, smiling. 

Splash. Splash. Splash.

The trader looked over Vezon, who was nowhere near as physically imposing as the rest of the team. How much damage could he do? "All right," said the trader. "One blow – a light one! – just to look convincing."

Vezon's grin grew wider. Roodaka struggled against Carapar’s grip. Brutaka walked casually away from the scene, surveying the boat. Vezon drew his fist back. Then, in one smooth motion, Brutaka whirled and whacked the trader in the back of the head. The trader crumpled to the ground, unconscious.

"Hey!" said Vezon. "He was mine! I woudn't have hurt him ... much ... and I only would have needed three or four hours and the right tools, just to make sure he would be no trouble."

"That's the point," Brutaka replied. "You enjoy your work a little too much. Now everyone on board – that includes you, Roodaka."

They climbed on the ship to find Takadox standing alone. The Barraki took a little bow, pointed to his hypnotic eyes, and said, "The crew decided to go for a swim, all at once. Imagine that."

"Why all the trouble?" muttered Carapar. "We could have just stormed in and stolen the ship."

"And had all of Stelt after us?" asked Brutaka. "Not to mention every Dark Hunter and Brotherhood member around, as soon as they heard Roodaka was here?"

"But what about the trader, you fool?" said Roodaka. "He saw me!"

Brutaka laughed as the ship moved slowly away from shore. "Who's going to believe anyone stupid enough to stand still and get hit?"

Beneath the waters of Karda Nui's swamp, the Kanohi Ignika reached out with its energy to examine its surroundings. It soon decided, due to the sacrifice of Matoro, that it wanted to experience life, and to even be a hero like Matoro and the other Toa Mahri. With that decision, it drew the particles drifting through the swamp water to build itself a body. As it quickly discovered, its new body could not breathe water, but rather than redesigning the body it designed a Skyboard to help it escape the swamp and explore the universe. As he flew out of the water, he sensed the Phantoka Toa Nuva up above, and flew towards them, hoping to establish the first friendships of his life.

Meanwhile, Gali flew through the swamp, and located a Keystone embedded in the branches of a tree. Cautiously, she used her Water powers to smash the tree and free the Keystone. However, as she approached the stone, Makuta Gorast leaped up and attacked the Toa, preparing to feed off Gali's light with her stinger. But Gali, prompted by a memory of the past, turned and launched a blast of water to throw off her enemy's flight path. Gorast finally got a grip on a tree using her claws, and took off towards the Toa of Water again, who responded with another powerful water blast. However, Gorast dodged out of the way of the blast and rammed Gali into another tree, which was ripped from the ground from the force. Gorast landed and ran for Gali, hoping for a meal, but Gali cut off the Makuta's source of air with a sphere of water around her enemy's head. Gali then discovered that her Skyblaster had also changed into a Ghost Blaster, and fired it at the Makuta while removing the water sphere. The energy dart hits its target, and bound Gorast with energy chains. Gali then ordered the Makuta to surrender, or she would put another water sphere around Gorast's head. As Gorast snapped her chains, she introduced herself, followed by a chain of achievements, and then fired her own Ghost Blaster. Gali dodged the bolt and fired bursts of water, which Gorast batted away. Gali then increased the moisture in the mud beneath Gorast, who sank in. However, in order to get Gali to take her attention off of the Makuta, Gorast dove underneath the mud. As Gali started to walk away, Gorast sprang out to attack with her stinger, just as Tahu's fireball flew into the air.

Meanwhile, the Toa took Kirop's piece of the Keystone, and got ready to put their plan into action. They had a false conversation to make the Matoran think that the Toa knew where the Shadow Leech Hive was, and that they were going to destroy the hive. Stunned, Kirop "escaped" from his captors and hurried to the hive to warn Mutran of the "danger", with the Toa Nuva and three Av-Matoran - Photok, Solek, and Tanma - close behind, following Kirop to the hive. As they followed, Toa Ignika joined them, although they ignored him for the moment. Eventually they began to lose ground, but Photok discovered his new power of super-speed, nearly giving their presence away. Although Kirop still did not notice their presence, they found a new danger, as a large, multi-headed flying Rahi flew up with the intention to make a meal out of one of them. With the appearance of this new threat, Toa Ignika flew up and used his power to speed up the life processes of the creature, sending it plummeting to the ground. Amazed by the Ignika's capabilities, though they did not know who he was at the time, the group welcomed him into their small team.

In the swamp, Onua had arrived, flying in to rescue Gali. He grabbed hold of her attacker and, using all his strength plus the extra power of the Pakari Nuva, slammed Gorast into the ground, something she thought that not even being trampled by a Tahtorak or being sent through a wall by Krekka could compare to. Onua warily stepped back to Gali and helped her up as Gorast made an offer for him to join the Brotherhood's forces, to which he promptly and firmly answered "no." Gorast charged forward, only to be met by a powerful mud geyser as Onua flew away with Gali to where Tahu's fireball had shot up. Gorast finally pushed her way through the geyser and took off after the Toa.

Brutaka and his bizarre crew had been at sea for three days when he called them all together. "It's time to let you know our mission. And before you ask, you were all chosen for this trip for one very good reason: You're expendable. No one is going to care if any of you live or die, which makes you ideal for this job."

Carapar grumbled something unspeakably foul. Brutaka chose to ignore it.

"We are going to an island far south of anything on any chart," Brutaka continued. "But it's not uninhabited. In fact, it has one very special resident: a Makuta named Miserix."

Now it was Spiriah's turn to mutter something, though his words were more in shock than in anger.

"Miserix, for those of you who don't know, was the leader of the Brotherhood of Makuta before the current holder of that title," said Brutaka. "He was overthrown and wound up imprisoned on a volcanic island. He's guarded by Rahi and the Great Beings know what else – things someone figured would be able to kill an escaping Makuta. And it's our job to break him out."

At first, none of the team members said anything. Then Takadox spoke up. "And what do we get out of this? Money? Power? Our freedom?"

Brutaka smiled. "You get to live another day."

"And what do we do with him after we have him?" asked Roodaka. "Hold him for ransom?"

"That's not your concern," Brutaka replied. "All of you have a role to play in this mission. When we get close to the island, you will be given weapons and equipment. Try to run, at any time, and friends of mine will hunt you down – friends who make me look like a big, cuddly Ussal crab."

It was Vezon who spotted them first. A small fleet of ragtag vessels was approaching from the west. They were about the ugliest boats one could imagine, slapped together from remnants and wreckage and barely sea-worthy. But he wasn’t focused on the look of the ships, but rather the identity of their crews.

"Zyglak!" he shouted.

The others rushed to the rail to look. Sure enough, the reptilian beings known as "the Great Beings' mistakes" were manning the ships. Notoriously violent and destructive, Zyglak hated the Great Spirit Mata Nui and anything associated with him. It was doubtful they were paying a social call.

Brutaka tried to steer the ship away from them, but the wind and waves were not cooperating. After a few minutes, he realized why: Makuta Spiriah was using his power over weather to keep the ship in place.

"Did you really think it would be this easy?" said Spiriah. "I deduced our goal days ago and passed a message to my Zyglak friends through channels on Stelt."

Vezon looked horrified. He had spent many days a captive of the Zyglak not so long ago. It wasn't an experience he was anxious to repeat. "Friends? Zyglak don’t have friends... just meals they haven’t eaten yet."

"They are outcasts," said Spiriah. “And so am I. Now, Brutaka, I am taking command of this ship. We will be setting a new course, for the island of Zakaz. It was there that I met defeat and disgrace – there that my grand experiment failed, because the inhabitants were too savage to know what to do with my gifts. It is their fault I was cast out of the Brotherhood – and now they are going to pay!"

When Kirop arrived at the Shadow Leech Hive, Vican came out, riding on the unusual Matoran-Rahi hybrid. As Kirop quickly flew in to warn Mutran, the Makuta spotted the Toa flying towards the hive, and slammed the door shut. The Toa wasted no time in trying to bash the door in, using boulders from Pohatu, a burst of air from Lewa, and blasts of light from the Av-Matoran. With that, the door finally flew in, and was caught by Mutran, who had secretly created an illusion within the hive moments before in order to hide the Shadow Leech vats. Kopaka ordered Lewa, Pohatu, and the Av-Matoran to fly with the new "Toa" further into the hive, to search for the Leech vats. Meanwhile, Kopaka stayed to fight Mutran along with Solek. 

Despite going through about a Kio of tunnels, Lewa, Pohatu, Ignika, and the Matoran had not yet found the leech vats, due to the Makuta's illusion. Baffled, they decided to ask the new ally they had gained. To their shock and dismay, Toa Ignika had vanished and standing in his place was a massive white-skinned beast with funnel-like jaws. However, Ignika was simply covered up by another illusion. After brief debate, the Toa and Matoran proceeded to attack Ignika.

Meanwhile, Kopaka continued to fight Mutran. During the course of the fight, Solek had been knocked unconscious. As Kopaka prepared to fire an ice blast, Mutran used his Fear power to distract the Toa. With that, Mutran walked over and grabbed Kopaka by the throat and began to use his other mind powers with the goal of driving Kopaka insane.

Back near the entrance, Solek awakened to see Kopaka Nuva on the ground staring into space with Mutran preparing a Shadow blast. Despite his efforts, Solek could not block it with his body, but he did accidentally create a shield of solid light with his newfound powers. While Solek and Mutran tried to figure out what had just happened, Kopaka jumped up and attacked Mutran with his Ice powers continually. As he did so, he explained to Solek that he was faking his defeat. Mutran attempted to create chain lightning, but Kopaka continued to blast him with Ice, burying him under a mass of ice and snow..

Meanwhile, the other While Mutran was fighting against Kopaka, the Toa Ignika was confused and angered by the fact that the Toa and Matoran were fighting against him. He soon decided that the Toa and Matoran would never be his friends and that they did not deserve the gift of life. Speeding up the Toa and Matoran's life rate, the Ignika began to kill them. The Toa and Matoran began to realize that they were slowly dying. Photok and Pohatu also realized that the 'monster' was really Ignika, and they pleaded for him to stop, though unsuccessfully. This prompted Pohatu to attack Ignika. He ended the Ignika's assault by making the ground beneath him erupt. Pohatu then pinned the Ignika to the wall, when he realized that the mysterious entity was actually wearing the Kanohi Ignika.

Kopaka's victory did not last for long. Before they could escape to help the other Toa and Matoran, the Phantoka Makuta, Vamprah, Antroz and Chirox arrived at the entrance. Vamprah cast his shadow powers over the cave, while Chirox used his shattering powers to open a crevasse in the floor in order to distract Kopaka and Solek, and Antroz finished the attack by using his Magnetism powers to slam the two into the wall until they were knocked unconscious. The Makuta then proceeded through the tunnels to find the Toa, leaving Mutran behind to get free from the ice by himself.

Chirox, Vamprah, and Antroz found Lewa, Pohatu, Photok, and Tanma in one of the tunnels and used their power screams to knock out their enemies. Vamprah and Chirox then took the Matoran for questioning, while Antroz and the newly freed Mutran imprisoned Kopaka, Pohatu, and Lewa with Protosteel chains in the Hive. Antroz informed the Toa that if they made any attempt to free themselves, he would send a telepathic message to Vamprah and Chirox, ordering them to kill the Matoran. After Mutran explained the illusions they had seen before, Antroz revealed that they were going to use Shadow Leeches to drain the Toa's light, starting with Lewa. Mutran then drew a Shadow Leech out of a vat and brought it up to Lewa's Kanohi.

Meanwhile, Vican touched down on Destral and used his Tablet of Transit to gain access to the Brotherhood Fortress. Despite having been given instructions on how to find Icarax, he did not need them, as Icarax was sitting on Teridax's throne. Vican's shock increased when he saw Icarax wearing Teridax's Kanohi Kraahkan. Vican nervously began to give Icarax Antroz's message when Icarax used his Shadow powers to yank Vican off the floor and squeeze the breath out of him, while threatening Vican to hurry by way of a twin-bladed sword to the throat. Vican quickly told his message to Icarax, who freed him while saying how absurd it was that Antroz would try to give him orders. After Vican replied by saying that Antroz and the rest of the Brotherhood were simply following Teridax's Plan, Icarax grabbed him and held him over a pool of Energized Protodermis, discussing the dependence on chance that Teridax's Plan had, which he considered to be the Plan's major fault. He then ordered Vican out, and to tell Antroz that he would come to Karda Nui. Vican quickly ran out and flew away on his mount to fulfill his orders.

It had been three days since Spiriah's takeover of the team’s vessel. Since then, they had steered a course for the island of Zakaz, surrounded on every size by boats filled with murderous Zyglak. Spiriah had been acting every inch the captain of the ship, ordering the others about and being particularly hard on Brutaka. Through it all, Brutaka said nothing and made no attempt to strike at Spiriah.

"To think, we were beginning to feel a little afraid of him," Takadox said, gesturing toward Brutaka.

"Speak for yourself," Carapar replied.

"Home," beamed Vezon. "True, I’ve never been to Zakaz... I'm not even really one of the native species... in fact, they'll probably kill me on sight... or worse, tie me upside down over a spiked dagger plant... but at least I'll die at home."

Roodaka had abandoned any hope that Brutaka was going to act and concentrated instead on Spiriah. "The Brotherhood has overextended itself in recent years," she assured him. "Warring with Dark Hunters and Toa... they are weak. If you struck at them now with your army, you could take over Destral and rule the universe. Of course, you would need someone by your side who knows all the factions and how best to use them..."

Spiriah looked at her as if she were something stuck to his boot. "I would sooner offer my neck to a dull axe blade than trust you, female. Your name has become another word for 'treachery.'"

"Better that than being another word for 'failure,'" Roodaka muttered. 

The conversation was ended by the appearance of land off the port bow. It was the island of Zakaz, in all its ruined "glory." A handful of Dark Hunter vessels could be seen in the waters nearby, on patrol. At a word from Spiriah, the Zyglak vessels attacked. Taken by surprise, three of the Dark Hunter ships were sunk immediately. The others beached on the shores of the island, only for the crews to be slain by a mob of Skakdi natives.

Spiriah laughed at the sight. "The Skakdi believe they know what savagery is," he said. "But they have never met the Zyglak. And the Makuta believe they know all the colors and shapes of revenge... but I will introduce them to a shade darker than even they could imagine."

The mini-armada surged forward, Zyglak already preparing to storm the beaches. They were still 500 yards from shore when the first Zyglak ship suddenly lurched and began to sink. This was followed by another and still another. Soon, Zyglak vessels on every side were taking on water, gaping holes torn in their hulls below the water line.

Takadox rushed to the rail. He caught a glimpse of beings just under the water, attacking the Zyglak craft. From a distance, they almost looked like his old ally, Ehlek. Whatever they were, they moved like fish underwater and the ships were no match for their claws.

Shocked by the abrupt annihilation of his force, Spiriah was unprepared for Brutaka's attack. An energy blast knocked him off his feet, a well-placed kick kept him on the ground, and then Brutaka’s blade was pressed against his chest armor. 

"Go ahead," Brutaka said, coldly. "Use one of your powers. Think you can do it before I rip open your armor? And how long do you think your energy will last out here, with no body to occupy? Or maybe I should just throw you overboard right now."

"How... ?" Spiriah began.

"How did I deal with the Zyglak?" said Brutaka. "Simple. You have friends; so do I. Mine are an species of water dwellers who were specially modified by my employers to kill Makuta. They live off the coast of Zakaz, and right now they are practicing their skills on your Zyglak. You don't want to look... it's messy."

"Wait a minute," said Takadox. "Not that I am complaining, but how did you manage to get in touch with these 'friends' of yours? You never left the ship.”

Brutaka hauled Spiriah to his feet. All around, the ocean was littered with wrecked ships and dead Zyglak. "Spiriah had his friends following us. And I had someone following us since we left Stelt, just in case of emergency... and here she comes now."

The others turned to see a small skiff approaching from the east. Its lone pilot was a female, lithe and well-armed. As she came alongside and clambered above the ship, Roodaka noticed that her left arm was completely mechanical. For a moment, she almost felt sorry for Spiriah.

"This is the last member of our team," said Brutaka. "Treat her as you would me... and be sure she will treat you even worse than I do. Her name's Lariska."

As Mutran brought the Shadow Leech up close to Lewa, Pohatu quickly thought up a plan. Then Pohatu used his power over stone in a way he hadn't in ages - to weaken the rock in the floor of the hive. It was a delicate procedure - fractures had to be created with pinpoint precision - and Toa of Stone weren't known for being delicate. When the Shadow Leech made contact with Lewa's Kanohi, Pohatu mentally yanked the rock out from under the Makuta. At that moment, he activated his Kanohi Kakama Nuva to vibrate his particles and escape his bonds, as well as to cut the chains binding the other two Toa. Kopaka and Lewa retrieved their weapons while Toa Ignika awakened and Pohatu rescued the Matoran. Kopaka then recalled a situation from when they had first arrived in Metru Nui. In Ga-Metru, they had used a Kanohi Kakama Nuva to confuse and defeat several Doom Vipers, and decided to use the same strategy to escape and destroy the Shadow Leech vats. Pohatu activated his Kanohi Nuva, and they all fled through the vats and toward the exit, just when Vamprah and Chirox arrived right in their path. Antroz ordered them to block the exit, but it was a futile attempt, as the Toa vibrated through their bodies, disrupting their Antidermis. After they escaped the Hive, they combined their powers in an attempt to destroy the organic-looking stone holding it up, but the damage repaired almost immediately. Toa Ignika then used his power to snap the stone, and bring down the hive. Both sides then regrouped for a final battle.

Lariska stood at the bow with Brutaka, watching the ship cleave through the water. Behind them, the other members of the team were keeping a careful eye on Makuta Spiriah - not that they could have done much to stop him if he tried to make a break. But Brutaka had done a little math and explained to Spiriah how many hours he was likely to survive once the Brotherhood of Makuta knew where he was. Then he assured Spiriah that if the ship and its occupants were all destroyed, the Brotherhood would be notified immediately where to start looking.

That was a bluff, of course. But Spiriah had spent a lot of his life fleeing from his former comrades, and running and hiding get to be habits after a while. As Brutaka expected, Spiriah bought it and backed off. 

The ship had veered away from Zakaz and was on its way south. There was one more stop to make before they headed for their ultimate target. This was the one Brutaka dreaded – it was time to arm the team.

The island that came into view was little more than a piece of barren rock. It was not the original site for this meeting, but plans had changed. Two Order of Mata Nui members, Botar and the nine-foot tall warrior named Trinuma, had been dispatched with a cache of weapons for a rendezvous on a small, wooded island just off the mainland. But a Makuta named Icarax had spotted their appearance and attacked. The fight was furious, but brief. Botar was slain, crushed by the Makuta's magnetic power, and Trinuma barely escaped to tell the tale. In desperation, he stored the weapons at the first place he came to before returning to Daxia with the tragic news. 

The ship dropped anchor just off the coast. Brutaka warned Takadox and Carapar he would be keeping a careful eye on them on the swim over, just in case they got any funny ideas about diving deep and escaping. Vezon was the first to react when they set foot on the rocky shore.

"There is something... wrong here," he said, his tone unusually serious. "Something beyond even my powers to cope with."

"You don't have any powers, freak," Carapar roughly reminded him.

"I don't?" Vezon said, seemingly confused. "Where was I when they were being handed out? Let me see... Makuta's lair... Voya Nui... tunnels... prison... how could I have missed the meeting, I was always where the action was."

"Quiet," said Lariska, dagger drawn. "There is one true statement in your babble. There is something not right in this place."

Brutaka approached, carrying the weapons. Takadox took a long, thin blade, while Carapar grabbed a broadsword. Roodaka pounced on a Rhotuka launcher. Brutaka handed Spiriah a projectile weapon and warned him with a cold smile not to point it at himself... or anyone else. Vezon got a spear, which he turned over in his hands with no real enthusiasm.

"What's it do?" he asked.

"Nothing," Brutaka answered. "But with your powers, you don't need it, right?"

Vezon brightened. "Right," he agreed, having forgotten once again that he had no powers. Carapar growled in frustration and stalked away.

"We have what we came for," Takadox said nervously. "Let's go."

"There's something in that cave up ahead," said Lariska. "I can hear what sounds like breathing, but it's a... wet sound, as if the being were inhaling through mud. And there's something else... it almost sounds like... something slithering."

Spiriah took a step back. "I know where we are," he said, his eyes darting from side to side as if expecting an attack. "Mutran told me of this place, though it didn't look like this ages ago. We have to go. We have to go now!"

But it was already too late. Vast walls of rock suddenly sprang up from the shore line, forming a 200-foot high wall around the island and cutting the team off from their boat. "Blast it down," Brutaka ordered. But even the power of his blade was not enough to penetrate the stone.

Spiriah had shapeshifted himself some wings and was trying to fly over the top. A sharp spear of stone erupted out of the top of the wall and impaled one of his wings, sending him spiraling toward the ground. Lariska ran, leapt, hit the wall feet first, and propelled herself into mid-air to catch the falling Makuta.

There was no time to marvel at her athletic feat or make other attempts to escape. For now a voice was coming from the cave, but not a voice like anyone present had ever heard before. It sounded like the slimy, repulsive sound that comes when a nest of feeder worms is disturbed. Even Brutaka had to suppress a shudder.

"Visitors," said the voice. "At last."

"Who are you?" said Brutaka. "Did you imprison us here? I warn you, you don't know the power you face."

A massive tentacle shot out of the cave, wrapping itself around Brutaka and pulling him inside. The next moment, he was in the presence of something so horrible, so alien, that it took all his willpower just to hold on to his sanity.

"Now," said the entity that held him in its grip. "Now tell Tren Krom of your power."

Brutaka tried to close his eyes. It didn't help. He couldn't get the image of Tren Krom out of his mind - a writhing, crimson mass of tentacles emerging from a gelatinous central core, with two dead yellow eyes that somehow followed every movement without ever moving themselves. At least, that was what he had seen at a glance – somehow, Brutaka knew to gaze for long at Tren Krom would be to invite madness. 

The entity seemed over time to have merged with the stone floor and walls of its cave, so that lurker and place of concealment were one. The acrid stench of decay hung over everything. In vain, Brutaka tried to break free of the grip of Tren Krom’s tentacle. He could feel the strange being trying to probe his mind, but so far, Brutaka’s mental training had allowed him to resist. If that should fail, he knew, the secrets of the Order of Mata Nui would be exposed to this monster.

"What wonders have come into my universe in the millennia since my exile?" Tren Krom said softly, his voice as revolting as his form. "I must know!"

Hesitantly, the other members of Brutaka's team had entered the cave, only to wish they hadn't. It was only Lariska, protosteel dagger in hand, who kept them from fleeing. 

"You think me an alien... an 'other'..." Tren Krom continued. "But I am of the substance of this universe, and I walked here long before you or even Mata Nui himself. Have you not heard the tales?"

"There is a Tren Krom in legend," said Brutaka. "But... the tales obviously left some parts out."

Tren Krom laughed. The sound made the team wish death would come for them right now. "Before the Great Spirit Mata Nui was born, the Great Beings created one being who was purely organic. They taught me the ways of the universe they were creating and they placed me in its core. There I was to remain, maintaining the heat, the light, all the forces that made their creation whole..."

Brutaka had managed to work an arm partway loose. With a little luck, he would be able to get his hand on a dagger and cut himself free... all he needed was time. "So what happened? How did you end up here?"

"My time was always to be short," Tren Krom replied. "I was to shepherd this universe until Mata Nui was prepared to take power. A Matoran of Light came to me and said the hour had come for me to move on... a crafter of canisters he was, whose sanity did not survive our encounter. I surrendered myself to my fate, only to be exiled here by the Great Beings and bound to this rock." His voice tuned heavy with bitterness. "The universe, it seems, did not need two entities supreme."

"What... what do you want with us?" whispered Vezon. "And please don't say someone to hold your mirror for you."

"I would know what has gone on in the universe in the last 100 millennia," Tren Krom answered. "My visitors have been few in number. You seven will remain here and I will gain the knowledge I need from your minds... of course, sadly, you may have no minds left when I am done."

"Why ask us?" said Lariska. "You obviously don't really care."

"Would you shut up?" hissed Carapar. "Rule number one: don't annoy the giant, tentacled monster, or don't they teach that one in the Shadowed One's school?" 

"Be quiet," snapped Lariska. "Tren Krom... your universe is in danger. It's our job to help save it. If you keep us here, you'll be hurting the one thing you helped bring into being."

Carapar edged slowly to the side, sword in hand. No one paid any attention – all eyes were on Lariska, who had been grabbed by one of Tren Krom’s many arms. Without the discipline Brutaka possessed, her mind was an open book to the entity. She screamed as a lifetime of memories were sifted through in an instant, screamed as she saw glimpses of the ancient mind of Tren Krom. When he finally released her, she collapsed on the stone floor. 

"Mutran," Tren Krom muttered to himself. "So long ago now, I entered his mind ... and he mine ... and so he learned how best to strike at Mata Nui. He and his kind have dared reach for power that fate chose to deny them. How... intriguing."

"It's more than that," Brutaka said. "Tell him, Spiriah – tell him what will happen to him if the Makuta succeed in their plans."

"If the Plan succeeds..." Spiriah began. He glanced around as if one of his former comrades might be somewhere nearby, listening. "A shadow will fall... Makuta will rule the universe, their will enforced by Rahkshi. Anyone with the power to threaten that rule will die... and that means anyone."

"Impossible," said Tren Krom. Suddenly, the minds of every team member were filled with nightmarish images projected by the tentacled entity, visions that would sicken even the mad. "No one can approach without my assent. No one can fight me. No one can kill me. I am eternal!"

Brutaka had his dagger in hand now. "Maybe not," he said. "But I’m betting there was a time you said no one could bind you... and look what happened."

Tren Krom paused in thought. Brutaka started to make his move, then caught Carapar out of the corner of his eye. The Barraki was raising his sword to strike the entity. It was too late to shout, too late to stop him. 

Carapar brought his blade down, confident he had taken his enemy by surprise. Then a third eye suddenly appeared on Tren Krom, one gazing right at Carapar. The Barraki froze in mid-blow. A shaft of energy shot out from the eye, bathing him in its glow. The next instant, Carapar shattered into fragments as if he had been made of crystal. Then there was nothing left of him but a pile of glittering dust on the stone floor.

"I helped to birth a world of order," Tren Krom whispered. "But from what I have seen in the female's mind... you have turned it into a universe of madness and fear. It is not worth saving. But it is the universe you and your kind deserve."

Tren Krom hurled Brutaka at his team. Spiriah used his magnetic powers to catch him before he could slam into the wall. The tentacles withdrew then, wrapping themselves around the core of Tren Krom's being.

"Go," the entity said. "Take yourselves from my prison... take your memories and plans with you... for the horrors already in your minds are worse than any I could visit upon you. I condemn you to your fate – life in the universe you and your kind have made."

No one was going to take the time to argue. Gathering up Brutaka and Lariska, they fled the cave even as the stone walls that surrounded the island receded into the sand. Only Takadox paused to look back at the cavern where Carapar had died, wondering for a moment just what it would take to end the life of a being older than the stars.

In Karda Nui, the Makuta returned to Antroz's cavern and had an argument over why they keep the Shadow Matoran around. The argument began with Mutran screaming at Kirop for leading the Toa to the Shadow Leech Hive and Chirox's disapproval of Shadow Matoran as a whole. The discussion continued until Icarax arrived and interrupted, mocking them about the whole part of the Plan. Antroz then told Icarax of the task he requested him for, to defeat Toa Ignika and capture the Mask of Life. Icarax agreed, but only for his own amusement.

Brutaka and Lariska stood together, watching Takadox standing silently by the rail of the ship.

"I worry about that one," said Lariska. "He has not spoken a word since we left Tren Krom's island, after the death of his friend Carapar."

"Friend?" snorted Brutaka. "Barraki don't have friends, just people they use – and Carapar was Takadox's favorite puppet. Besides, don't waste your worry on him – save it for us.” He pointed off the bow. "We've arrived."

Looming out of the mist was an island of black sand and jagged rock, volcanic peaks and strange Rahi arcing and wheeling through the sky. Despite the bright light that played off the waters around it, the island seemed to be in perpetual shadow.

"Welcome to Artidax," said Brutaka.

Vezon approached, chuckling. "Hope we survive our stay."

Brutaka looked around at his team – a Barraki, half a Skakdi, a Makuta, a former queen of the Visorak, a Dark Hunter, and himself. "Well, if we don't, who knows? The world might be better off without us."

Brutaka and Spiriah, being the two most powerful team members, led the way to shore. As they trod on the ebon sands, all seemed quiet. "So you know nothing about the defenses here?" asked Brutaka.

"Only what Krika sometimes talked about. Ideas he had," said Spiriah. "You realize this whole thing is a terrible idea."

"What?"

"Freeing Miserix," said Spiriah. "He can't stop the Plan. All we will find here is an early death. Listen, we -- "

What happened next was startlingly fast. The black sands began to swirl around Spiriah, forming a hand which grabbed the Makuta and started dragging him down. Brutaka grabbed Spiriah's hand, calling to the others, "Help me!"

Lariska, Vezon and Roodaka rushed to his aid. Takadox hung back, occasionally glancing toward the ship as if contemplating escape. The pull of the sand was too strong and Spiriah’s mask had almost disappeared beneath it. Then Roodaka fired her Rhotuka launcher, the spinner striking the living sand and mutating the grains into a swarm of fireflyers. Unable to maintain its grip in this new form, it freed Spiriah. The Makuta crawled back onto the beach, cursing.

"I'm an idiot," Brutaka said. "I should have realized – Krika rigged this place to sense the presence of a Makuta and react. He didn't want Miserix escaping, or any other Brotherhood member finding him and finishing him off."

"Then I would be insane to go any further," said Spiriah. "I brought you here – you don't need me anymore."

"On the contrary," said Lariska. "I think you would be very useful. Anyone ever hear of a stalking Kinloka?"

Surprisingly, Vezon was the only one who nodded. When everyone turned to look at him, he shrugged. "Vezok. He saw lots of things, and since I came from him, I saw them too. Say, when we are done here, who's up for killing him? I'll even clean up after."

Lariska turned back to Brutaka, ignoring their lunatic companion. "Kinloka are rodents, found in many places, among them Zakaz. When the Skakdi need to cross land that might be booby-trapped, they send the kinloka through first. The creatures set off the traps and the Skakdi can cross safely."

"And the traps here are sensitive to Makuta," said Roodaka, smiling. "I see, I see. And come to think of it, Spiriah is somewhat rodent-like."

Spiriah, back on his feet, looked right at Brutaka. "No. Not even if you threw in the chance to eviscerate that Vortixx --"

"Watch your mouth," Roodaka spat, aiming her launcher at him, "while you still have only one."

Brutaka put his arm around Spiriah and led him away. "You're not looking at the big picture here. When all this is over, the Brotherhood could still be a powerful creature, only without a head. It’s going to need a new leader... and the beings I work for will remember who helped them... and who didn’t. Trust me, they have long memories."

It only took a few more minutes of whispered conversation before Spiriah turned back to the group and announced that he would be their guide to Artidax. He immediately set off inland, with the rest following. Lariska fell in beside Brutaka, saying, "You know full well he could never be leader of the Brotherhood."

"Let him think he might get to be the head," Brutaka replied. "It will distract him from the fact that he might well lose his own here."

Their path took them right up to the slope of a volcano. A tunnel had been bored through the mountain at some point, the only way to directly traverse the island. Spiriah was striding on ahead when Vezon leapt in front of him, holding up his hands. Then he pointed downward, at a razor-thin vine stretched across the path. It led up to a pile of boulders poised precariously on the slope.

Spiriah stepped carefully over the vine, followed by the others, and went into the tunnel. It was only when they were already inside that Brutaka noticed someone was missing. "Where's Takadox?"

Lariska turned. "There! Look out!"

Brutaka turned to see Takadox bringing his blade down on the vine. In the moment before an avalanche of rocks cut them off from the Barraki and trapped them in the tunnel, they all could see his evil smile.

In Karda Nui, the five Makuta, Antroz, Vamprah, Chirox, Mutran, and Icarax, launched a full attack on the remaining Av-Matoran village, bypassing the protective Lightvines using their combined powers of Shadow. The final attack began with lightning and shadow. Five Makuta dived down toward the last surviving village of Karda Nui, spreading darkness as they traveled until it hung like a fog over the dwellings of the Av-Matoran. Just before breaking off from the formation, Mutran and Icarax struck the roofs of Karda Nui with Lightning. While Mutran and Icarax broke off, the Phantoka Makuta flew on. Antroz used his weather control power to create a storm, and Vamprah and Chirox alternated the use of their Sonics and cyclone powers to destroy all the Matoran Homes and light vines. After the attacks, they quickly stormed into a shelter where they thought the Toa Nuva and Matoran were, Mutran using his Plasma power to melt the hinges and Icarax ripping the hatch off. To their surprise, there was nobody there. However, Gavla spotted some Shadow Matoran down below, and she and Vamprah flew down and freed them. After the Matoran were freed, they informed the Makuta that the Toa flew towards Antroz's cave when the Makuta attacked, no doubt to retrieve the third Keystone. Vamprah then smashed a rock and picked up one of the fragments, which Gavla interpreted as meaning that the Toa were stealing the Makuta's piece of the Keystone.

Brutaka pushed aside a pile of rubble and struggled to his feet. Around him, Spiriah and Roodaka were using shadow energy to blast themselves free. Vezon and Lariska were nowhere to be seen.

He glanced back toward the now blocked tunnel entrance. A few blasts of power would no doubt clear away the pile of rocks and stones, but Takadox would be long gone by now. There would be time to settle with him later.

"I've got him!"

Brutaka turned to see Lariska holding a squirming Vezon by the throat. "I caught him sneaking down a side tunnel," the Dark Hunter said.

"Let us track down that traitor," snarled Roodaka. "I want his shattered body beneath my heel."

"We're here to do a job," Brutaka replied. "We keep moving. All of us," he added, looking hard at Vezon.

The tunnel proved to be far more than a mere pathway. It opened upon a vast underground cavern spanned by a narrow bridge made of fibrous protodermis. Down below, the floor was littered with a massive tangle of what looked like dead branches intertwined with each other. Deep channels had been carved into the walls by lava flows over the centuries. Strange flying Rahi hung from the ceiling, their six eyes blinking slowly at the sight of intruders into their realm.

"Remind me not to let Makuta Krika arrange for my next pleasure trip," muttered Spiriah.

"This whole island is volcanic," said Brutaka. "Minor eruptions over the years, but nothing major. Tahu and Kopaka are supposed to have taken care of the problem. Otherwise, we would probably be flash fried by now."

"No Carapar, no Takadox," said Vezon in a sing-song voice. "Who will go next? Spiriah the Sullen? Brutaka the Boorish? Vezon the Vanquisher? Or Lariska --"

The Dark Hunter whipped out a dagger and flung it into the stone right at Vezon's feet. The mad half-Skakdi turned to her, smiling, and said, "Or Lariska, the wise, wonderful, and gloriously homicidal."

Brutaka led the way across the bridge. At the far side, light spilled through a narrow opening. The symbol of the Brotherhood of Makuta was seared into the stone beside that portal. Someone – maybe Krika, maybe Miserix – had marked their path, so long ago.

"What are we going to do with this legendary Makuta when we find him?" asked Roodaka. "What makes you think he will help the likes of you?"

"Miserix hates the Brotherhood for turning on him," Brutaka replied. "He would ally with three Matoran and an Ussal crab if it would get him revenge on his fellow Makuta."

"And so what will he be for you?" Roodaka pressed. "A general? A hero? A symbol around which to rally resistance to the Brotherhood?"

Brutaka shook his head. "Nothing quite so grand. He'll be a weapon, like a Rhotuka launcher or a ghost blaster. And we're going to aim him right at the Makuta fortress on Destral."

Roodaka smiled. "And who, might I ask... are 'we'?"

Brutaka smiled back, the grin of a Kavinika about to feast. "Now, now ... what you don't know won't cut you in two and dump you off this bridge."

"I hear something," said Lariska. "Up ahead... it might be a voice... or the rumble of the volcano."

"I hear something too," said Vezon.

"Shut up," replied Roodaka.

"And I see something as well," Vezon continued. "But since you aren't interested..."

"We're not," Roodaka snapped.

"Personally, I always find my comments and observations most interesting," Vezon rambled on. "You haven't truly lived until you have seen the world through the eyes of madness. Why, half the time I don't know if what I see is what's really there, or what I wish was there ... or what I pray, I beg, I plead is not."

"Why did we bring him again?" said Spiriah.

"He breaks up the monotony," said Lariska.

"I'd like to break something much more satisfying," hissed Roodaka. "I hear Skakdi make a most appealing sound when you snap them into pieces."

"But, since you seem to have no interest," Vezon continued, utterly disregarding his teammates' comments. "Well, then, I won't tell you that the floor is moving. You can find out on your own."

"The floor is...?" Brutaka repeated. He looked down. Far below, the tangled growth of dead branches had indeed begun to shift. The reason why rapidly became clear: they weren't branches at all, but the twisted limbs of thousands of crimson insects, now disentangling themselves from each other. Apparently, it was time to wake up and they were ready for their morning meal.

Swifter than anyone could have predicted, they began to swarm up the walls of the canyon on every side. In an instant, they had blocked the openings on both ends of the bridge. The surrounding rock was now gone, buried beneath a skittering sea of red and thousands of unblinking, predatory eyes.

"No, no, no," said Vezon, shaking his head. "Too late to apologize. Much, much too late."

*

The Makuta flew as fast as possible to their cave, but Pohatu started throwing stalactites down at them. As he readied another stalactite, Antroz fired heat vision at him, but Kopaka flew in front of Pohatu and made a shield of ice to reflect the two laser beams back at Antroz and, despite Kirop's warning, Antroz was hit by his own attack, causing his Antidermis to leak out. Chirox and Kirop then tried to make their own attack on the Toa of Stone, but Lewa leaped out of the cave and used his Midak Skyblaster to keep Chirox off balance long enough for Pohatu to slam the stalactite into him. However, two Av-Matoran came out, eager to join in the battle, and Icarax wasted no time in using his Cyclone powers to capture them. Lewa quickly created his own cyclone and collided it with Icarax's, but Icarax simply deactivated his and let the Matoran fall toward the swamp. Kopaka and Solek flew to rescue them, using a chain of ice from Kopaka to rescue one, and a scoop made of light from Solek. But while they did that, Mutran hit them with a Power Scream. Antroz prepared to add to the attack, charging his hand with shattering energy, and swooping toward Kopaka. Pohatu saw Antroz's attack coming and threw his stalactite, then flew after the dazed Makuta. Photok and Pohatu then used Photok's new super-speed ability to deliver hundreds of powerful blows over and over again, until Icarax sent Pohatu, Photok, Antroz, and Radiak down towards the swamp using his Gravity powers.

*

Brutaka scanned the cavern with narrowed eyes. The glowing eyes of the insects all around made it feel as if he were trapped in some lunatic starfield. Behind him, he could hear Vezon humming softly to himself, as if out for an afternoon stroll.

“Do we fight our way out of here?” asked Lariska, hand on the hilt of her dagger.

Brutaka’s answer was to turn to Spiriah. “Okay. You control Rahi. Make them clear a path.”

“On one condition,” said Spiriah. “Once I do, I go free. I turn right around and march out, take the boat – if Takadox hasn’t already – and leave. And I never see or hear from any of you, or anyone associated with you, again.”

“I wasn’t asking you,” replied Brutaka. “I was telling you.”

“I am a Makuta,” said Spiriah. “Disgraced, perhaps; a victim of jealousy and prejudice, most definitely. But I will not be dictated to by some obnoxious, insane --”

Brutaka hit Spiriah a solid blow in the mask, knocking the Makuta over the side of the narrow bridge. Spiriah caught on to the span, just barely, and hung in space.

“I think this is what they call ‘in no position to deal,’” said Brutaka. He triggered his mask power, opening a dimensional portal in space just below Spiriah’s feet. “If I move that opening just a little bit further toward you, you’ll find yourself in a dimension full of beings made of solid light. Know what they eat there? Shadow. You’ll be a food bank for them, Spiriah, but I have to warn you – they’re always hungry. And they don’t close their mouths when they chew.”

Spiriah said nothing. Instead, he reduced his density and floated up and away from Brutaka’s portal. Then he drifted back down to the bridge and turned solid once more. “I’ll do it,” he said. “Then I leave. I advise you not to try and stop me.”

The Makuta concentrated, triggering his power to control Rahi beasts. Nothing happened, other than restless stirring among the insects. After a few moments, Spiriah gave up in frustration. “They’re already under the control of a more powerful will. It must be Miserix.”

Brutaka gestured toward the wall of insect life that blocked the way they had come. “Then I guess you’re not leaving.” He turned to Lariska. “And we’re fighting. You stay back with Vezon. Roodaka, Spiriah and I will lead the way.”

On Brutaka’s signal, he and his two powerful allies unleashed their powers at the insects who blocked the passage way up ahead. As quickly as the crimson creatures fell, more came to replace them. Worse, the ones behind were now skittering across the bridge, closing in on Vezon and Lariska.

“I have an idea,” said Roodaka, summoning a Rhotuka disk into her launcher. She fired at the insects up ahead, the power of her disk mutating them into unrecognizable creatures. An instant later, the other insects fell upon the unfortunate victims of her attack. The mutated insects were dead in seconds, killed for being different than the rest of the species.

Seeing that her ploy had worked, Roodaka repeated the process, this time focusing on the insects blocking the end of the bridge. As the mutations took hold and their former allies turned on them, an opening appeared in the wall of living creatures. With a roar of triumph, she led a charge across the bridge and into the tunnel beyond. The team didn’t stop running until they were well away from the cavern.

“Are they following?” asked Brutaka.

“They don’t seem to be,” Lariska answered. “Maybe they don’t like to leave their nest.”

“”Or maybe they just know we have to go back out that way, so they can eat us then,” Vezon offered, cheerfully.

“Maybe there’s another way out up ahead,” said Brutaka.

“Or maybe we’ll get to like it here,” said Vezon. “A few grass mats, some cave drawings, the heads of my enemies mounted on the wall … it could be quite pleasant.”

“Brutaka!” Roodaka called from up ahead. “I think you had best see this.”

The team rushed through the tunnel to join Roodaka. She was standing at the tunnel’s end, looking out at another vast chamber. More specifically, she was looking at the largest occupant of the chamber, a massive dragon-like beast chained to the stone floor. All around it flew much smaller Rahi, darting and dodging the shadow hand that occasionally shot out from the creature’s chest.

“What … is that?” asked Lariska.

Brutaka shook his head in amazement. “Well, it’s about 40 feet tall, red and silver, with four legs, a tail, and a nasty disposition – and it’s who we’re here to rescue.”

“Miserix,” whispered Spiriah.

“All right, we can take him home,” said Vezon, “but don’t expect me to clean up after him.”

*

At Onua and Gali's destination, Tahu was still having his energy drained by Krika. Tahu thought quickly, and used his remaining power to superheat the mud beneath Krika's feet until it almost began to boil, causing Krika to stop his energy drain and lower his density to become intangible. As Tahu rose, he saw the other Mistika flying towards him and Krika. Tahu quickly absorbed the heat back into his body so that the Toa could land, and then threw up a shield over them using his Kanohi Hau Nuva. As soon as Bitil and Gorast arrived, they planned to knock down the shield, but Chirox then fell out of the sky, prompting them to try and rescue him. While the Mistika Makuta were distracted trying to save their brother, an Av-Matoran got the Toa's attention and brought them into a small clearing with Lightvines all around and Av-Matoran scattered on the ground in the process of a transformation. Onua ran over to the Matoran, but was stopped by the Av-Matoran who guided them there. Gradually, they realized that the Matoran were turning into Bohrok, the machines that they had fought on Mata Nui the past year.

*

Vezon looked from the massive, chained form of the dragon-like beast to his partners, then back at the dragon, then over to Brutaka. He opened his mouth to speak, but Brutaka cut him off.

"Don't say it," said Brutaka.

"We're going to need --" Vezon began.

"A bigger boat. I know," Brutaka said. "Anybody know what those... things... are flying all around?"

Small, winged creatures were indeed flitting all around the dragon. Now and then, one would let out a scream that shattered rock. "They're called Klakk," said Makuta Spiriah. "Something Mutran created a long time back – their sonic scream is formidable. They must be meant as guardians."

Brutaka frowned. Guardians, all right, but against whom? He knew the dragon was in fact Makuta Miserix, ex-leader of the Brotherhood. He had been ordered executed, but Makuta Krika had instead chained him up here on the island of Artidax. It was Brutaka's job to rescue him so the Order of Mata Nui could use him against his former organization.

At that moment, Miserix suddenly took notice of them. His great eyes narrowed as he spoke and his voice rumbled like a distant avalanche. "Who... are... you?"

Brutaka started to say, "Friends," then decided he didn't really want to be considered a friend of that thing. "We're here to free you," he said instead. "Can you shapeshift to a smaller form?"

"Why would I wish to do that?" asked Miserix. "Do you know how many of these creatures I had to absorb to reach a size where their screams no longer pain me?"

"See, the size is a problem, your immenseness," Vezon cut in. "We only have a small boat, hardly more than a raft, really, and if it sinks we have to swim. Personally, I am not big on swimming – some friends of mine went for a swim, I heard, and now they look like sea snakes, just a head and a spine. And I have no spine, so I would be just a head, and --"

Miserix's eyes glowed red. A burst of laser vision struck Vezon, sending him tumbling backwards. "Gnat," muttered the Makuta.

Turning to check on Vezon, Brutaka saw that Spiriah had backed way up into the shadows. Miserix noticed too and bellowed, "Tell that one to come forth."

Spiriah took a reluctant step forward. At the sight of another Makuta, the dragon smiled. "Spiriah. I do remember you. When Teridax rose against me, you were one of the first to be by his side. I have so looked forward to meeting you again."

Brutaka tightened his grip on his weapon. He did not like Miserix's tone at all.

"Do you know I have not seen one of my species since Krika left me here?" Miserix continued.

"We all meant to come," Spiriah said hurriedly. "Teridax wouldn't let us. We all knew we would benefit by your experience, your power, your very presence."

"But you did not come," rumbled Miserix. "So now I shall benefit from yours."

A hand made of living shadow erupted from the dragon's chest, grabbed Spiriah, and pulled him into Miserix's body. There wasn't even time for a scream.

Vezon, back on his feet, stopped dead when he saw the Makuta consumed. "I thought we were here to rescue him from captivity," he whispered. "Not from that mid-day empty feeling."

"You know, we could just leave you here to rot," Brutaka said to Miserix. "Or wait for the next volcanic eruption to rain lava down on your oversized head. Or... you could have your chance to take revenge on your brothers. What's it going to be?"

Miserix considered. Then he leaned forward as far as his chains would allow him and said, "Make your attempt, for what good it will do."

"I have seen those kind of chains before," said Lariska. "They grow and shrink with him. They feed on his own power and use it to hold him."

Brutaka hefted his weapon. "Can they be broken?"

"Not without causing him great pain."

Brutaka gave a grim smile. "I'll cry tomorrow. Find me a weak link. Roodaka, we are going to need your help."

The Vortixx had been silent since they had entered Miserix's presence. Brutaka had no doubt she was planning something. But she dutifully stepped forward and stood beside him, her eyes never leaving the chained Makuta.

"There," said Lariska, pointing to a segment of the chain that held Miserix's right arm. "We concentrate our fire there."

Brutaka and Roodaka took aim, he with his blade, she with her outstretched hand. Energy and shadow bolts struck the weak segment of chain, bathing it in a continuous stream of power. After several minutes, the substance of the chain began to flake off. After a few more, it began to crack. Then the link shattered to pieces. Miserix screamed, loud enough to crack the mountain itself.

The klakk reacted instantly, flying toward the rescue team and unleashing their sonic screams. Vezon and Lariska fought them off, while Brutaka used his blade to parry the streams of sound. Meanwhile, Miserix raised his arm tentatively. Seeing that it was indeed free of its bonds, he reached over with it and tore the other chain from the ground. This time, he did not scream, but only smiled.

The klakk were gaining ground now, driving the team back toward where the insects were still lurking. Miserix watched the battle for a moment in silence. Then he opened his mouth and unleashed a power scream that felled the klakk, along with Vezon and Lariska. Brutaka and Roodaka barely remained conscious. Crawling over, Brutaka checked on his two team members – both were still living.

"Now, then," said Miserix. "Where is Teridax?"

Brutaka laughed. "And if I tell you, you have no reason to keep us alive. Gratitude is not high on the list of Makuta emotions. I'll show you. But you are going to need to shrink down to make it out the way we came."

"Your lack of imagination is disappointing," said Miserix, in as close to good spirits as a Makuta ever got. He reared back and struck the side of the mountain with all his might, once, twice, again. The rock cracked and began to crumble. Miserix followed up with his fragmentation power, reducing the entire side of the volcano to shards of stone. Beyond it, Brutaka could see the sky and the sea.

"At last!" said Miserix. "After so many millennia – I am free!"

Before Brutaka's startled eyes, the dragon grew wings. Then Miserix turned his crimson-scaled head to Brutaka and said, "Come. Show me where my enemy hides, so I may grind his armor to dust and feed on his energies."

"No!" shouted Roodaka. "They want to lead you into a trap! Listen to me, I too am an enemy of the Brotherhood. Brutaka wants to use you, to sacrifice you as a pawn in a war against the Makuta. I want you for an ally!"

Miserix lowered his lead and leaned in so that his massive face was up against Roodaka's. When he spoke, it was in a whisper. "Little one, I am Makuta Miserix. I am no one's pawn. I am no one's ally." His next words came in a roar that drove Roodaka back into the rock wall. "And I am no one's fool!!"

Brutaka watched, looking unimpressed. "Are you done?"

Miserix nodded slowly. "Let us go. I have a universe to rediscover."

Brutaka loaded the stunned Roodaka and the now semi-conscious Lariska and Vezon onto the dragon's back. Then he climbed on himself. Miserix unfurled his wings and stepped out into the open air. They soared high above the island, pausing only long enough for Miserix to make a muttered vow to come back and destroy the place one day. Brutaka noted that the team's boat was gone – Takadox had gotten away after all, then.

Let him run. It doesn't matter, thought Brutaka. A storm is coming to this universe, and when it hits, there will be nowhere for anyone to hide.

Miserix spread his wings and turned toward the north, carrying his passengers into the unknown.

As Pohatu and Photok dropped toward the swamp, Pohatu suddenly felt one of Photok's memories flow through his mind, one of a stalactite in the swamp. Pohatu strained to land on that stalactite, and was driven through the stalactite until it snapped, causing Pohatu and Photok to fall all over again.

After rescuing Chirox, the Makuta discussed whether or not they should chase the Toa. Krika assured them that the Toa would not possibly leave without all the pieces of the Keystone, one of which they possessed already. Due to Krika's choice of wording, Bitil commented that Krika sounded as if he admired the Toa, to which Krika replied that he simply respected the power and skill of the Toa. When Gorast commented that Krika should be extremely careful, seeing as the Plan was so close to completion, he activated his Kanohi Crast and repelled Gorast into a stalactite, claiming that he had always been careful, which had allowed him to survive.

Up until this point, Ignika had not participated in the battle, because he was too overwhelmed by the course of the fight. However, Icarax's attack on Pohatu and Photok convinced Ignika to attack. He flew up to Icarax and struck him with the flat of his Lifeblade. Although he suffered no damage, Icarax turned to face his new attacker, and recognized him as the Toa Antroz wanted him to take the Mask of Life from. Ignika swiped at Icarax with his Lifeblade a second time, but Icarax used his density control power to let the blade pass through him and then used the same power to punch Ignika with a super-hardened fist. As Ignika clutched the side of his Skyboard, Icarax reached down to take the Kanohi, but Ignika cursed him by reversing his evolution until all his Antidermis transformed back into organic tissue, which caused great pain for Icarax, seeing as his armor was designed for energy, not organs and muscle. He was forced to flee.

*

Back in the clearing, the Av-Matoran confirmed that Av-Matoran transform into Bohrok if they are destined to. When asked where the new Bohrok were transported to, he stated that they were about to be fitted with Krana, which would control the machines in their mission to serve Mata Nui. The Matoran then gave the Toa Nuva another piece of the Keystone, and told them that that all six would be needed to gain access to the Codrex, which he described as being the place of their beginning, and most likely, their ending. However, before the Toa could learn more, the Matoran transformed into a Bohrok. As he contemplated the discoveries made in the past few moments, Tahu heard a voice from his past, although he did not know it.

*

Axonn charged across the landscape of Voya Nui, weapon at the ready. He had just spied two figures materializing in The Green Belt. One looked something like Botar, but obviously wasn't. The other resembled a Toa, but wasn't one Axonn knew. The first thing he had learned after being assigned to this place was subdue first, ask questions later.

The Botar look-alike spotted Axonn first, and tried to block him. A sweep of an armored fist sent him sprawling. Axonn was on top of the Toa in the flash of a heart light, axe blade at the intruder's throat.

"Who are you?" growled Axonn. "What do you want here? Talk!"

"My name is Krakua," the Toa answered, trying in vain to push the axe away from his neck. "I was sent to find you. You're needed."

"Who sent you?" asked Axonn.

"Toa Helryx. Use your mask, you'll see I'm speaking the truth."

Axonn did just that, calling on the powers of his Kanohi Rode, the Mask of Truth. To his surprise, it told him that his captive was indeed being honest. He got up and let Krakua get to his feet. "You're Order of Mata Nui, then," Axonn said. "I see recruiting standards have slipped a little."

Krakua paid no attention to the remark. Instead, he said, "Come with us. Your presence is required on Daxia."

Before Axonn could object, the Botar type had come close and activated his teleportation power. The three of them vanished from Voya Nui, only to reappear in the Order of Mata Nui fortress on Daxia. Axonn had been there before, so its appearance was no surprise to him. The sight of his former partner, Brutaka, was, though. Not to mention the huge dragon next to him whose bulk almost filled up the great hall.

"Things must be desperate if they're calling on an old war Rahi like you," Brutaka said with a smile. "Oh, by the way, have you met tall, green, and gruesome here? Don't mind the scales and teeth, but you might want to stay downwind of him."

"Brutaka!" said Axonn. "What are you - how did you get out of the Pit?"

"They let me out early for good behavior," Brutaka smiled. "But I'm the least of the shocking faces around here. This is it, my friend. The Order is about to come out of hiding after all these years. Helryx told me so herself."

"What did she say?"

"Two words," said Brutaka, his smile disappearing. "Destiny war."

*

The Dark Hunter known as Ancient stood on the beach of the island of Odina. Behind him, rebuilding of the fortress destroyed by Pohatu Nuva went on rapidly. His eyes scanned the waters, watching for the return of Lariska from her mission. He was anxious to hear just what she had seen and heard.

A cry made him look up. It came from a bat-winged Rahi wheeling through the sky, one not native to Odina. He recognized the creature as one bred for long distance flying. More than once the Dark Hunters had used them to send messages back and forth to agents on other islands. But the flying creature up above did not come from another Dark Hunter. As a half dozen more joined it, they began flying in a pattern recognizable to no one on the island but Ancient. It was a message intended for him, and one that was urgent. The time had come. He had to seek out The Shadowed One and try to make him see the only possible future for the Dark Hunters. And if The Shadowed One, his old friend, failed to see reason, Ancient would have to kill him.

*

The Mistika Toa went on the trail left by the Makuta; despite that they knew it was a trap. However, Tahu developed a plan involving the ability Pohatu discovered when they were on Odina searching for the Staff of Artakha. Concentrating on one spot while carefully using his elemental power, he demonstrated his newfound ability to create a timed fireball, and informed them that all the Toa Nuva could do it with their own element. Using their timed abilities, Tahu launched a fireball at Gorast, Gali hurled a water blast at Bitil, and Krika was hit by Onua's timed earthquake. As the Makuta investigated the apparent source of the attacks, the Toa searched the Mistika Makuta's camp, and discovered a piece of the Keystone.

*

Toa Bomonga tightened his headlock on the Tahtorak and tried to wrestle the beast to the ground. Bomonga's Mask of Growth allowed him to reach almost the size of the creature, but he could not match the Tahtorak in sheer strength. Still, he knew a few things about leverage and pressure points that the Rahi did not.

With a roar, the Tahtorak lost its footing and slammed hard into the ground of Xia. What was left of the island city trembled from the impact. "Now stay down," Bomonga growled, even as Toa Pouks used his power to create bonds of solid stone for the monster.

After a long battle, the Tahtorak had battered the Kanohi Dragon enough that Toa Norik's spinners had been able to slow it down, while Toa Kualus' ice attack finished it off. It now lay unconscious, sprawled across much of the southern district of the city. Toa Iruini had taken the advice of a Vortixx and made sure to move the creature's leg away from The Mountain, so it wouldn't end up a big snack for that hungry landmark.

Only Toa Gaaki stood off to the side, her eyes fixed on the ocean but unseeing. The Toa Hagah had seen her like this before. She was focused inward, using the power of her Mask of Clairvoyance to see things they could not. Now she stiffened, cried out, and turned toward the others.

"They're coming," she said. "Hundreds of them."

"Hundreds of who?" asked Iruini. He considered Gaaki a good friend, but her vague predictions did have a way of getting on his nerves at times.

"Seekers of shadows," Gaaki muttered. "Slayers of the dark ... ready for war ... Vortixx cannot stand ..."

Norik walked up beside her and gently eased Gaaki to a seat on a rock. He knelt in front of her and talked to her in a whisper. Now and then she would nod her head. After a few minutes, he gestured to Kualus.

Although the Toa of Ice was no longer a Rahaga, he had not lost his bond with flying Rahi or his ability to communicate with them. Now he signaled to a smoke hawk up above and spoke rapidly in a language none of the others understood. A moment later, the hawk flew off to the west.

"How is she?" Pouks asked Norik.

"It's been a long time since she used her power," answered the Toa Hagah of Fire. "Or, rather, since it used her. It's never easy."

"What she said – seekers of shadows – what do you think it means?"

"Isn't it obvious?" asked Bomonga, shrinking down to his normal height. "Seekers of shadows – Dark Hunters."

The smoke hawk picked that moment to return, flying in tight circles above the island and cawing loudly. Kualus nodded twice and rushed over to his fellow Toa.

"Bomonga is right, from the sound of it," he said. "My winged ally sees ships coming, so many they blot out the waves. And the crews are armed, my friends ... it's a battle fleet."

Iruini had climbed up the top of one of the few spires still standing in the city. "Score one for the birdie," he yelled down. "We have company. I'm going to check them out!"

"Iruini, wait --" began Norik.

"Wait for what?" the Toa of Air said, smiling. "I spent thousands of years as a Rahaga – now I'm back in action, and I love it!"

An instant later, the Toa of Air used his Mask of Quick Travel to teleport from the spire to the flagship of the oncoming fleet. He found himself standing on the deck, facing two powerful looking figures. A handful of armed warriors immediately moved to surround him.

"Who are you?" asked Iruini. "What's your business in these waters?"

"My business?" asked one of the figures. "My business is profit, and that profit has been strangled for too long. And who are you?"

"I am Toa Iruini. My friends and I have just completed a mission on Vortixx. That island was half-levelled in the process, and let me guess – you're here to level the other half."

"My name is The Shadowed One," came the reply, "leader of the Dark Hunters. Standing beside me is my loyal lieutenant, Ancient. Standing in front of me is a very foolish Toa if he thinks he can get between me and my goal."

Iruini ignored the jab. "If you're looking to loot Xia, there's precious little left to steal."

"Loot?" repeated The Shadowed One, in mock surprise. "Steal? How little you think of me. Would I muster a fleet for petty thievery? No, Toa, I have made a bargain this day with a power I never knew existed – and my new allies have asked to me to insure that Xia provides no more weapons to the enemy. They wish me to blockade or occupy the island, but I do not believe in half-measures."

The Shadowed One smiled, an expression as cold as one of Kualus' ice blasts. "So I am going to destroy Xia, and every last living thing on it. And if your friends are unfortunate enough to be there when I arrive ... well, perhaps I will be merciful, and leave enough of them to bury."

Iruini raised his Cyclone Spear. Weapons were suddenly aimed at him from a dozen different directions.

"This is my war," The Shadowed One said softly, "and welcome to it."

At times like this, Iruini looked back fondly on his days as a Rahaga. It wasn't so bad, being short and twisted and spending all your time chasing after Brakas monkeys. At least you didn't have to stand on rolling decks, staring at the crazed leader of the Dark Hunters as he prepared to slaughter an entire island full of ... well, not so innocent Vortixx.

"You know I can't let you do this," Toa Iruini said.

"I know you can't stop me," The Shadowed One replied, smiling. "My new partner suggested I occupy Xia but I must have misheard. I could have sworn she said 'destroy.'"

Iruini was about to make a smart comeback when the seas started to churn and heave. The next moment, a tidal wave big enough to swamp the entire Dark Hunter fleet rose from the ocean depths. It towered hundreds of feet in the air ... and just stayed there, looming over the ships like the shadow of doom.

"Is that enough water to clean out your ears?"

Iruini turned. Standing on the bow of the ship was a Toa of Water he did not recognize, carrying a spiked mace and a shield. She was flanked by a warrior in golden armor and a four-armed giant with two long horns coming out of his head. He alone was heavy enough to almost swamp the ship. He carried a multi-bladed axe and a small object covered in a cloth.

The female Toa stepped down to the deck and marched up to The Shadowed One. Although he was taller than she, her bearing made her seem to dominate everyone on board.

"I hired the Dark Hunters for a simple task," she said, her voice as quiet as a dying breath. "If you can't do it ..."

She held the mace aloft. The tidal wave suddenly rushed forward toward the ships, almost colliding with the flagship. It stopped dead again as she lowered her weapon.

"I'll find someone who can," she finished.

Iruini looked from the Toa to the obviously concerned Shadowed One, and back again. "Nice," he said. "What do you do for an encore?"

The Toa nodded and the golden warrior vanished. He reappeared an instant later with the other five Toa Hagah in tow. They arrived to see The Shadowed One in intense whispered conversation with the Toa of Water. It ended when the Toa blasted three nearby Dark Hunters into the sea as casually as someone else might swat a gnat. Then she turned to the assembled Toa Hagah.

"Ah. Good," she said. "I have a mission for the six of you."

"Wait a minute!" snapped Norik. "Who are you? What's going on here?"

"And we don't take requests from anybody wearing a mask," said Kualus. Then he turned to Norik and added, "Do we?"

Norik shook his head.

"My name is Helryx," said the Toa of Water. "I run an organization you never heard of called the Order of Mata Nui. We are at war – and you've just been drafted."

"And if we say no?" asked Toa Bomonga.

Helryx gave a slight smile. Her eyes darted toward the ocean off the starboard side, where the three Dark Hunters were desperately trying to tread water. Then she looked back at the Toa Hagah. "Yes, you don't take requests, as I understand it – good thing I'm not making one."

"What is it you want us to do?" asked Toa Pouks. Seeing Iruini's glare, he said, "Well, it doesn't hurt to ask."

Helryx took a few steps closer and lowered her voice so the Dark Hunters could not overhear. "We are mounting an attack on the Brotherhood of Makuta, but their leader eludes us. Our best information is that he was last known to be inside a Maxilos robot near Mahri Nui, but where he may have gone to since then is unknown. We need Makuta Teridax found."

"Why us?" asked Iruini.

"You've fought him before. You've beaten him before," Helryx replied. 

"And we all remember how well that turned out," muttered Iruini.

Helryx ignored him. "If I am right, Teridax has gone somewhere no one else has ever dared to venture. Left free, he could do untold damage."

"And just how are we supposed to track him down?" asked Bomonga. "Knock on the doors at Destral and ask if he can come out to play?"

Helryx chuckled. "There may not be doors left to knock on soon ... but that's another story. You will have a guide – someone who has generously offered to work with you in exchange for his freedom."

The four-armed giant took a step forward, and at first they thought Helryx meant him. But instead he took the cloth off the object he carried, which was revealed to be a globe filled with water, and something else ... what looked like a green sea snake with hate-filled crimson eyes.

"His name is Zaktan," said Helryx. "He's not as friendly as he looks. If he acts up, just haul him out of the tank and let him gasp for air a few times. That's what I always do. And now I think it's time you got started."

The Toa Hagah looked at each other. One by one, each of them nodded ... all except Gaaki. She was backing away, shaking her head, hands up to the sides of her mask. "Death," she whispered. "All around ... we are going to place of death ... and one of us will not return!"

In the Swamp of Secrets, just as the Toa were about to leave the Mistika Makuta's, Krika's team returned, and fired their Ghost Blasters, but their shots were blocked by the power of Tahu Nuva's Kanohi Hau Nuva. However, the Makuta knew that the shield could not stay up for too long, and planned to knock it down so that their search for the Kanohi Ignika would not be delayed. Tahu desperately told them that the Toa had already found the Kanohi Ignika, and that the Phantoka Toa Nuva were using it to defeat Antroz's Makuta. Bitil, in order to disprove Tahu's statement, contacted the Phantoka Makuta through telepathy, and discovered that the Ignika had become a Toa, and already defeated Icarax. While the Makuta were distracted by this revelation, Gali used her power to increase the moisture in the air, allowing the Toa to escape underground with help from Onua. The Makuta soon realized that the Toa were missing, but rather than chase them, Krika decided to simply go to their quarry's destination, the Codrex, a decision based on a memory of the characteristics of the Vahki Keerakh.

Elsewhere, Vezon paced in his cell on Daxia. Across the corridor were two great water tanks. In one swam the six Piraka, now mutated into water snakes. In the other was a bizarre looking being others referred to as Karzahni, who seemed to Vezon to be quite insane. And Vezon knew insane.

When Brutaka's team had first escaped the island of Artidax with Makuta Miserix, they had flown to a barren island in the middle of nowhere. After a short time, Brutaka had them on the move again, this time to a place called Daxia. Brutaka explained that the location of the island had always been a secret before, but that secrecy didn't matter anymore. Neither, apparently, did gratitude, as Vezon and Roodaka were both thrown into cells immediately upon arrival.

Vezon, frankly, was disappointed. Sure, he had tried to steal the Mask of Life, and, yes, he had tried to kill the Toa Inika once, well, twice. And, okay, he had made an effort to trade their lives to the Zyglak in exchanged for his, but it's not like that had worked. And he had volunteered, well, been forced, well, actually been threatened with bodily harm if he didn't help, but he did aid in the rescue of Makuta Miserix. And what was his reward? A cold cell, an uncaring guard, and nothing nearby he could use to kill the Piraka. Was that justice?

His musings were interrupted by the crimson armor of Trinuma. The Order member took a long look at Vezon, shrugged and shook his head. Then he unlocked the cell door and threw it open. "It's your lucky day, misfit," said Trinuma. "You're getting out."

"I am?" said Vezon. "I mean, of course I am. Keeping a being of my brilliance locked away is a terrible waste of resources. No doubt your masters want to consult me on matters of strategy and tactics."

"No," said Trinuma. "I think they said something about needing someone who could die horribly without being missed. So, naturally, they thought of you."

Vezon's addled brain processed what Trinuma said, and somehow decided it was a compliment. "Well, naturally," he replied. "Lead on, and let me show you all how dying's done."

Underground in the swamp of Karda Nui, the Toa hurried through the earth, when Tahu told Onua to stop digging for a while. They heard nothing, and Gali suggested that they exit the tunnel and go to the Codrex, but Tahu said otherwise, and told Onua to turn the tunnel around, and go straight back to the Makuta's camp.

Elsewhere once more, Vezon sat in a small skiff with a jet black sail. Trinuma sat at the bow, keeping an eye out for potential threats. If he considered Vezon one, he didn't show it. For his part, Vezon was just happy to just be out of his cell. Prison was far too... confining, but then he guessed that was the point of it. Speaking of points, Trinuma had given him a lovely dagger. Vezon had said "thank you" by not trying to plunge it into his companion's back.

"Where are we going?" asked Vezon, “Why are we going? Are we going at all, or just sailing in a big circle? Or is it a spiral? I went down a spiral once: a big stone tunnel that went down and down and down, and ended in Zyglak. Whoever built it had no decorating sense at all."

"Would you be quiet?" said Trinuma, "This is a secret mission. Do you understand that?"

"Sure," answered Vezon, "Secret mission means if you get killed, I won't tell anyone. And you still haven't answered any of my one-hundred ten questions, or my follow ups."

Trinuma sighed in resignation. "We're going to a place called Destral. Once we get there your job starts. If you succeed, you live to babble another day. If you fail, you die horribly. Okay?"

"Destral ... Destral. Wait a minute that's the Makuta base! Spiriah was a Makuta. At least, he was until Miserix killed him. I flew with Miserix, did I tell you that? At least until he did those loops and threw me off his back. Ocean water is really cold, don't let anyone tell you different. So what am I supposed to do on Destral? Theft? Assassination? Running with sharp objects?"

"You have the most important job of all," said Trinuma, "You're going to betray the Order of Mata Nui, and the entire universe, and this is how you're going to do it."

In the skies of Karda Nui, since Icarax's concentration was broken, Pohatu was able to fly back up and helped Kopaka fight Chirox. While Vamprah and Chirox remained fighting, it became clear to Mutran that their chances of victory were slim. Consequently, he unleashed a devastating blast of Shadow to distract the Toa and buy time for a retreat. After creating his blast of Shadow, Mutran ordered Vican to tell the other Makuta to retreat to the Swamp in order to meet up with the others. Mutran and Icarax were then captured by the Toa, who interrogated them as to where the other Makuta had gone. The Toa and their Matoran friends then proceeded to the swamp below to meet up with Tahu, Gali, and Onua. Toa Ignika however, remained above to guard Icarax.

Elsewhere, a trader on the island of Stelt would, over the course of his life, see pretty much everything at least once. The place was a crossroads for the crooked, the desperate and those just looking for fast money, or a deal best kept hidden from Toa. This particular trader, though, had recently seen more than he would have wished. A small group of warriors, including the hated Roodaka, had stolen one of his best ships. Worse, they had done it in such a way that no one would even believe it had happened. Things had at last settled down though; he had managed to find a replacement ship and recover those members of the old crew who were still alive. It was back to business as usual; at least until a 20 foot-tall dragon tore the roof off his shop. 

"Where's Teridax?" the dragon growled.

"Teridax? Who or what is that? And how would I know?" said the trader, reaching frantically for a weapon, and coming up with nothing better than a cracked Kanoka disk.

"I know Stelt," said the dragon, "A Nui-Rama doesn't buzz on the Tren Krom Peninsula without you scum hearing it. So I'll ask again, where is he? Where is the Makuta of Metru Nui?"

"I don't know! I swear it!" shouted the trader.

The dragon scooped his victim up in a great claw. "I don't have time for this. I have places to be, and bodies to break. I want you to send out a message to all your friends, to everyone who sails in and out of this island. Tell them Miserix is back, and when I find him, Teridax is dead!"

Krika ordered each of the Mistika Makuta to hide in the shadows and wait for the Toa. As they did, each of them thought over various things, mostly related to their view of Teridax's Plan. However, the Toa Nuva scanned over their opponents from the mists, and planned to attack from behind. While Gali used a water sphere to attack Gorast, Onua opened a hole in the mud beneath Bitil, and Tahu launched a fireball at Krika, causing the Makuta to drop his Ghost Blaster. Gali then fired her own Ghost Blaster and trapped Gorast in energy pincers, while her brothers hurled whatever they could think of at the Makuta. However, Krika attacked Gali with a shadow blast and broke her concentration, which allowed Gorast to be freed of the water sphere. Krika then ordered Gorast to free Bitil, but Onua chased after her.

Axonn crouched down behind a low stone wall, and watched the Fire and Ice bolts fly by overhead. Beside him, Brutaka was peering around the crumbling bit of cover now and then, hurling a blast from his sword.

"Knock on the front door," grumbled Axonn. "Great strategy. I think all that time in Mahri Nui left you with a waterlogged brain."

"Oh, come on," said Brutaka, smiling. He picked off an attacker with a bolt of energy, then winged another. "You love this, and you know it. After thousands of years sitting around on Voya Nui waiting for something to happen, you need the exercise."

A green-fleshed Skakdi climbed over the wall, spiked club in hand. Axonn quickly made him regret it.

"This was supposed to be a nice, simple job. Go to Zakaz, find warlord Nektann, arrange an alliance between the Order and the Skakdi. Not get pinned on a beach by an angry horde."

"Are we pinned? We're not pinned," said Brutaka. "Watch."

Brutaka popped over the wall and fired an energy bolt at a half-crumbled building. Shearing through its only support, he sent the structure toppling down on a mob of Skakdi. When the dust cleared, all of them were trapped beneath the rubble.

"Now those guys, they're pinned," said Brutaka.

Axonn sighed. "Just like the good old days," he said. "Now I remember why I hated them so much."

"If you liked that idea, you'll love this one," Brutaka replied. Before Axonn could react, Brutaka had grabbed him by the back of the neck. He dragged Axonn to his feet and stood beside him, free arm in the air. "We surrender!" Brutaka shouted to the Skakdi army. "Take us, we're yours."

*

One of the peculiar things about a Skakdi warlord's base is the lack of any kind of a dungeon, torture chamber, or prisoner of war camp. History has shown that there's very little point in torturing a Skakdi, as they never talk except in trade, usually for their freedom, which few captors will agree to. And keeping prisoners means listening to them whine for trivial things like food, water, and a good-sized club to use on the Stone Rats who keep paying midnight visits.

So when Brutaka and Axonn were marched into warlord Nektann's camp, no one seemed quite sure what to do with them. Killing them immediately came to mind, but then it would be impossible to find out why they were on the island to start with. Unlike the famed Necrofinch of the Zakaz mountains, most beings did not continue to sing after they were dead. It was Axonn who insisted that they be brought before Nektann himself. Nektann was larger than the average Skakdi, or at least he appeared so sitting on his throne made from the fused weapons of his foes. He was accompanied by his pet, which looked like a Muaka cat covered in spiked armor. Nektann, ever the gracious host, asked them if they had anything to say before he had them painfully disassembled.

"Yes," said Axonn, "The Brotherhood of Makuta."

Nektann spat on the ground. The Muaka growled. "What about them?" asked the warlord.

"We offer you a chance to sack their fortresses, loot their weapons, and slay their warriors," Axonn said.

"We'd throw in 'Make their women weep,' but have you ever seen a female Makuta?" added Brutaka. "It's not pretty."

"Why should I listen to you when it would be so much quicker and easier to throw you into the Tahtorak pens?"

"Because we've already been to see the other warlords of Zakaz," lied Axonn. "What, did you think we would come to this puny hole first? They have all agreed to ally with us. If you refuse, you can sit on your petty throne and watch as they grow rich and powerful."

Nektann frowned, the only expression uglier than a Skakdi's smile. No self-respecting warlord wanted to be left out of a chance at glorious battle and even more glorious loot. In the end, he nodded.

"Why did you tell him we had talked to the other warlords?" whispered Brutaka. "We still have to go to all their camps and talk them into an alliance."

"That's a lot of work," Axonn agreed, "so I guess you better get started."

In the swamp, Tahu continued attacking Krika with fire bolts, but Krika simply lowered his density, allowing the flames to pass right through him. Krika then told Tahu a fable about a Kavinika and a Lohrak, the moral of which was, that sometimes both sides of a fight may lose. Meanwhile, Gorast had not yet made it to Bitil, and was held back by blasts of mud from Onua. Despite that, Bitil had escaped and was hot on Gali's trail, but she swooped down and around and fired a water blast while flying up to a higher altitude. She then fired her Nynrah Ghost Blaster to make energy obstacles in the air, keeping Bitil off balance. Bitil then activated his Kanohi Mohtrek, and the duplicates summoned by it grabbed Gali and hurled her to the swamp, but Onua used his Ghost Blaster to create a flexible platform that broke Gali's fall for a short second, just long enough for him to make a bridge of land to protect her from the swamp while she got back in the air. However his effort to rescue Gali allowed Gorast to gain progress through his mud blast, and he had to hold her off so she could not drain his light. As she mocked him over the color of his armor, he struck a hard blow that knocked Gorast out of the air.

The fight stayed evenly balanced by the quick thinking of Tahu's team, and the formidable powers of the Makuta. Krika, while locked in combat with Tahu, lied to his opponent that the Codrex's energy field was going to implode thanks to Bitil's tampering with energy fields, but Tahu called his bluff, claiming that the Makuta would not dare to, and voiced his theory that the Makuta wanted the Toa to gain access to the giant sphere. Tahu then began to absorb the heat around Krika before the Makuta could escape using his ghostly, intangible form. Krika then informed Tahu that something was happening behind him, and with hesitation, Tahu did look behind him to see the Phantoka Makuta and their Shadow Matoran riders flying into the swamp.

Mazeka walked into an inn in one of the nastier parts of Stelt. The whole island was in an uproar – something about a monstrous, reptilian thing tearing the roof off a building. He didn't see any sign of any giant creatures, so he dismissed it as just another wild Steltian story.

He was here to see a Fe-Matoran whose name changed every few months. A rogue Nynrah crafter, the Matoran had a bad right arm, the result of an accident in a forge. Of course, any Nynrah worth his tools could have made a new mechanical part to replace the damaged one, but he hadn't – story was he kept it as is as a reminder that even the best can make a mistake.

Two big, blue warriors stood at the bottom of the stairs leading to the second floor. They made it clear that no visitors were allowed. Mazeka nodded, turned as if to leave, then spun and delivered a devastating kick to the knee joint of the nearest. When the second went for his blade, Mazeka's own dagger flashed. He disarmed the brute in one swift motion. The guard charged and Mazeka evaded, winding up behind his larger opponent. Before the guard could turn, Mazeka did a leap from a standing start, got one hand onto the big warrior's shoulder, and then slammed both knees into his face. It didn't do much more than daze the bruiser, but that was all Mazeka needed to do. He took advantage of the situation to race up the stairs.

The door to the Fe-Matoran's workshop was locked. Mazeka brought it down with a kick. The Matoran of Iron grabbed for a weapon, but Mazeka's dagger was already primed to throw. "I just want to talk," said Mazeka.

"You've got a noisy way of saying hello," the Fe-Matoran answered. "I'm open for business – all you had to do was knock."

"I know all about your business," said Mazeka. "Someone will be talking to you about it another day. Right now, I just have one question – where's Vultraz?"

The Fe-Matoran did his best to look confused. "I don't know any Vultraz."

"You helped him modify his vehicle," Mazeka replied. "And he used it to raid a village on an island not far from here. Two Matoran were killed, 12 more were hurt. You're responsible for that."

"Why me?" said the Fe-Matoran. "I didn't do that! He did that!"

Mazeka twirled his dagger, then hurled it at the Nynrah crafter. It struck his mask, knocking it off. The Fe-Matoran staggered and reached for his lost mask, but Mazeka was there first and kicked it away. "Vultraz. Now."

"I don't know anything!" the Matoran sputtered. "Give me my mask back!"

Mazeka held his foot poised over the fallen mask. "Tell me what I want to know or I'll shatter it. And then you and I can have a nice long chat until you pass out. So what's it going to be?"

"He said ... he said he was going to get in good with a Makuta," the Fe-Matoran said. "Said he was heading to the core ...that's all he said, I swear, the core ... to bring something to somebody named Icarax."

Mazeka nodded. That fit with other scraps of information he had picked up.

"Okay, thanks for the information," he said. Almost casually, he brought his foot down and broke the mask to pieces. "Next time, don't take so long to answer."

Mazeka left the room, so lost in thought he almost didn't notice the two guards waiting for him outside. He was distracted enough that it took him all of ten minutes to get away from them. On his way back to his swamp strider, he wondered -- what was Vultraz up to now? And how could he stop him?

As the Phantoka Makuta flew down in the swamp in Karda Nui, their Mistika brothers and sister joined them into a V formation, driving the Mistika Toa Nuva back until they were just outside the Codrex's defensive field. Antroz then prepared a burst of Shadow energy to execute his enemies, but the blast was fed back into him when it hit the ice that had formed around his hand by Kopaka. He, along with Lewa and Pohatu, joined up with the Mistika Toa Nuva, and arriving moments afterwards were Tanma's trio of Av-Matoran. With the sides even once again, the final battle for the Matoran Universe began.

Daxia was a good place to visit, providing you were a member of the Order of Mata Nui and had been invited. There were places to relax and to train, libraries full of tablets on every imaginable subject, and a central well of energy for when one got hungry. Of course, there was also an armory, an equipment storehouse, and a vehicle center that members could access before going on missions.

If, on the other hand, you weren't welcome ... well, that was another story, as Mazeka was finding out. He had been to Daxia before, during his training, and had even been given his swamp strider vehicle by Toa Helryx, leader of the Order. With some reservation, she had approved his pursuit of Vultraz, providing it didn't get in the way of other work she needed him to do. But it was also made clear to him that return trips to Daxia had to be cleared first, so the Order could make sure he was not being followed to their secret base.

This day, Mazeka had not done that. He had stormed the coast of Daxia, seeking information. His old enemy, Vultraz, was heading for someplace called the core, carrying something for a Makuta named Icarax. Mazeka was determined to stop him, but first, he had to learn what the core was and where it was. And he knew who would have the answers.

"Helryx!" he shouted, as he ran through the central corridor of the Order base, two guards in pursuit. "I request an audience!"

"Grab him!" one of the guards yelled. "He could be a Brotherhood spy!"

Mazeka stopped suddenly and dropped to the ground. The lead guard tripped over him and went sprawling. Mazeka shot up, grabbing the second guard's wrist. With a quick movement, he tossed the guard over his shoulder, sending the sentry crashing to the ground.

"Sorry," Mazeka said. "But I don't have time for official channels."

Both guards were getting back to their feet, so Mazeka took off. While he couldn't become invisible like his old trainer, Jerbraz, he knew how to "disappear" when he had to. The shadows were his friend. He found a hiding place and waited for the guards to rush past before moving out again.

Mazeka knew where Helryx's chamber was – he also knew all the traps and guard stations along the way. Jerbraz had trained him to pay attention to things like that. You never knew when you might need the knowledge. Now he used it to evade observation as he made his way to the center of the base.

Under normal circumstances, this would probably have been impossible to do. But with the Order now at war with the Brotherhood, the number of members on Daxia had dropped. Most agents were out leading operations against Makuta strongholds, meaning that many fewer guards to dodge.

Forcing his way into Helryx's chamber would be impossible – too well protected. But he had noted an escape tunnel built into one wall and had made a point of searching for where it came out. Now he went in that hidden exit and followed the tunnel along, all the way back to his goal.

But when he emerged, he saw that Helryx wasn't there. Instead, it was a senior Order of Mata Nui agent, Tobduk. This was just about the last person Mazeka wanted to see.

Tobduk was tall – easily 10 feet in height – and although he looked very lean, it was deceptive. He was all wiry muscle. He wore a Kanohi Sanok, the Mask of Accuracy, an appropriate one for him – for he was a killer.

This particular Order member got the ugly assignments, and thrived on them. He was most famous within the group for planning the deaths of or personally slaying everyone who knew the location of the island of Artakha – including other Order members and a Makuta. Although one would expect someone like him to be cold and calm, Tobduk was in a perpetual rage – he fed on anger, his and others, it made him stronger.

Mazeka had battled Tobduk a few times during his training. He had always lost. Despite the Matoran's best efforts, frustration and anger would grow in him during the fight, making Tobduk even stronger. Then the fight would be over in seconds.

"Come out, Mazeka," Tobduk said, with the grin of a hungry Kavinika wolf. "I know you're there."

There was no point in denying it or postponing the inevitable. Mazeka kicked open the entrance to the tunnel and stepped out into the light. "I would have thought you would be out killing something," he said. "Did Helryx ground you?"

"My time is coming," Tobduk snapped. "I was made for war."

"Great," said Mazeka. He forced himself to stay calm and collected, so he could deny Tobduk any extra strength. "I hope you and your battles will be very happy together. I need information. Where's Helryx?"

"Out. And you don't come to us ... we call you," Tobduk growled menacingly.

"Vultraz is heading for the core, bringing something to a Makuta," Mazeka explained. "I need to follow him, but I don't know where the core is."

"I do," said Tobduk. His eyes somehow managed to gleam and yet remain cold and dead at the same time. "And I could tell you ... but not yet." He picked a dagger up off Helryx's desk and toyed with it. "Jerbraz says you have come far. But do you have what it takes to kill?"

''Here it comes'', thought Mazeka. ''He's going to challenge me to combat for the information I seek. And I'm better than I once was, but not better enough to beat him.''

To Mazeka's surprise, Tobduk put the dagger into a sheath on his hip and smiled. "No. Cutting you down wouldn't even be sport anymore, not when there are so many better targets out there. I have a job to do, Mazeka ... and I could use a little help. You aid me and I will tell you what you want to know ... or you could refuse, and the guards will haul you off to a cell for interrogation while Vultraz roams free."

Mazeka had no choice. His need for revenge on Vultraz mattered more to him than anything else. If he had to team with someone like Tobduk to achieve his goals, then so be it.

"What do I have to do?" asked Mazeka.

"Nothing too terrible," said Tobduk, already walking out of the chamber and obviously expecting Mazeka to follow. "We're just going hunting."

Toa Mahri Jaller stood in the center of Metru Nui, gazing up at the statue of the late Matoro. It had been constructed by Turaga Onewa himself as a tribute to the fallen hero. It was good to know that his comrade was remembered and always would be, but it did little to dispel the grief he felt over his death. He had to admit that thoughts of Matoro had distracted him. When the other Toa Mahri left to search the city for Takanuva, he chose to remain behind. When they returned, reporting that there had been no sign of the Toa of Light, he hardly paid any attention. It still troubled him that the Toa Mahri had been unable to fulfill their destiny without losing one of their own. Behind him, he could hear the other Toa in conference. Metru Nui was quiet for now, with the Kardas Dragon subdued and most of the other Rahi back in the Archives. Still, the heroes could never relax. Who knew where the next threat could come from?

There was a sudden flash of light. When Jaller could see again, six Toa stood in front of him. He didn't recognize any of them. Instinctively, he readied his weapons.

"Welcome to Metru Nui," said Jaller, "Who are you? Why have you come here?"

One of the newcomers, a Toa of Fire also, stepped forward, "My name is Norik, of the Toa Hagah. I ask you and your teammates to stand aside. We have no wish to see anyone hurt while we carry out our task here."

"The Toa Mahri stand aside for no one," said Toa Hewkii, stepping forward. "Tell us your business here, or be considered our enemies."

"Our business," said Norik, "is as simple as it is terrible. We have come to destroy the Coliseum."

*

Toa Iruini dove for cover, barely dodging Toa Hewkii's chain. Not far away, Norik was locked in a stalemate with Jaller, while Bomonga was having a hard time even finding the stealthy Nuparu. All in all, it was not one of the Toa Hagah's better days.

They had hoped that their return to Metru Nui – the city they helped save when they were Rahaga – would be a joyous one. Instead, they were here on a mission from a shadowy organization called the Order of Mata Nui. Their goal: track down the missing Makuta Teridax before he could execute the final stages of his Plan.

Unfortunately, that was not as easy as it sounded (and it didn't sound that easy). They had been saddled with a mutated Piraka, Zaktan, they had to carry around in a water-filled sphere. His information was that Teridax would be heading to an inaccessible spot below the Metru Nui Coliseum. As antidermis, he could slip through cracks too small even for Norik to make through with his Mask of Shrinking. The only way to follow him would be to shatter the foundation of the Coliseum, which would bring the structure down.

Needless to say, popping in and saying, "We're here to wreck your most important building" had not sparked joy in the Toa Mahri. Given Takanuva's recent unexplained disappearance, they were on edge to start with. This just set them off.

Hewkii swung his chain again. This time Iruini grabbed it in mid-air and yanked the Toa of Stone forward. At the last moment, Iruini sidestepped, letting his opponent slam into a rock wall. "Stone, meet stone," muttered Iruini. "Now will you listen?"

Toa Kualus had teamed with Bomonga in an effort to pin down Nuparu, whose Mask of Stealth made him almost impossible to spot. A hastily created snowstorm revealed the Toa Mahri of Earth, but finding him and stopping him were two different things. Sixty feet in height just made Bomonga an easier target and a barrage of earth kept him off-balance.

Kualus frowned. He remembered these Mahri when they were Matoran villagers. He understood their suspicion and hostility, given the circumstances, but if this kept up, someone was going to get hurt. This called for drastic measures. Summoning the power of his Mask of Rahi Control, he touched the mind of a massive Rahi dwelling in the Archives not far below. In response, a huge claw smashed its way through the pavement and grabbed Nuparu.

"Let him go!" shouted Toa Hahli, blasting Kualus with a powerful jet of water. Even as he staggered from the impact, Kualus realized what was about to happen. The creature had been roused by his mask power, but his concentration was now broken. The Rahi was no longer under his control.

It erupted from below ground in a shower of rock and earth. Well over 60 feet high, it scanned the battlefield with its three heads. Muted light from the sunholes reflected off its brown scales as it spread its batlike wings. Its cry of triumph shattered crystal structures as far away as Ko-Metru.

The word "Toa" means "hero" in Matoran. And one of the characteristics of a hero is the ability to put aside personal feelings in a crisis. Thus it was that the Mahri and the Hagah forgot their fight in the face of this monstrosity from below. Still reeling from Hahli's blow, Kualus could not reassert control. But Jaller and Norik had already discovered the beast feared fire, and their twin blasts drove it back toward the barren plains of Po-Metru.

The creature wasn't about to go quietly. It hurled Nuparu through the sky at deadly speed. Hewkii whirled and used his Mask of Gravity as he never had before, applying just enough power to slow the Toa of Earth without ripping him apart.

Bomonga, still at his maximum size, landed a rain of blows on the Rahi. He might as well have been a Toa of Water summoning a light spring rain for all the good it did. Now it was Kongu and Iruini's turn, as they combined their air power with the powers of the Toa of Fire to create a swirling tornado of flame.

The Rahi was directly in the eye of the storm, which was so hot it melted nearby mountains into slag. It roared and attempted to fly out of the trap, but its wings were already blazing. Finally, overcome by the heat, it toppled over. The impact shook the ground for kios around.

Eleven weary Toa stood around the unconscious beast. Already, Onu-Matoran would be on their way to help prepare the creature for its return to the Archives. Po-Metru was a disaster area, the ground scorched and burned. Not far away, Po-Matoran labored to put out fires in their villages, aided by Hahli and Gaaki. Only the fact that this area of the metru was sparsely populated had kept this from being a true cataclysm.

Norik glanced at Jaller. "We either need to stop fighting," he said, "or find someplace uninhabited to settle things. Otherwise, Matoran are going to get killed – and neither of us wants that."

"What do you think will happen if you destroy the Coliseum?" said Jaller.

"We're not trying to hurt anyone," said Pouks. "We're trying to save them."

"Yes, and we're all idiots," added Iruini. "We have almost a dozen Toa here ... we should be able to figure out how to do what we have to and keep the building intact."

"Just what is it you have to do?" asked Jaller. "Why are you here?"

"Listen to me," said Norik. "The Toa Nuva are in the core of the universe right now, fighting for the Great Spirit. But the true mysteries, the true secrets ... all the hidden knowledge about this cosmos and its workings aren't there. They are somewhere beneath your feet, in a place no Toa, Matoran, Turaga has ever been. Right now, we think Makuta has reached that place – and if we're right, then it may already be too late for us all."

It took hours of planning, more to convince the Turaga the Toa hadn't all lost their minds, and another half a day on top of that to complete the work needed. When they were ready, Jaller, Norik, Pouks and Nuparu used their powers to crack the foundation and create a tunnel where none had been before. Outside, Hewkii's gravity power, Kualus' ice power, and Bomonga's vast strength struggled to keep the building intact. Once the tunnel was in place, Hahli and Gaaki used their water power to cool down the walls. Iruini and Kongu watched over Zaktan, with Kongu more than ready to send the Piraka's glass case hurtling into the air at the first wrong word.

The hardest part came last. Bomonga and Kualus had to let go of the Coliseum to join the others as they prepared to venture into the unknown. That left Hewkii supporting the vast structure alone.

"My team will go with you," said Jaller to Norik.

"No," the leader of the Toa Hagah responded. "If we fail ... if Teridax escapes ... you may be the last hope to stop him. We will go, and Pouks and I will seal the tunnel behind us. Hurry, Hewkii cannot last long."

Jaller wanted to argue, but Norik was right – the Toa of Stone was on the verge of collapse. He watched as the Toa Hagah disappeared below ground. A moment later, the powers of Stone and Fire resealed the entrance. He signaled to Hewkii, who slowly, slowly, eased back on his mask power to lower the Coliseum back to the ground. Then the Toa of Stone passed out.

"He'll be all right," said Hahli, after checking on their fallen friend. "But I still think we should have gone along. They may be facing great danger."

"I know," said the Toa of Fire. "I kept thinking as I watched Pouks and Norik closing the tunnel behind them ... I have never seen anyone seal their own tomb before."

After a brief struggle with Tahu, Vamprah had flown into the mist, and now silently hunted the cautious Toa of Fire. Tahu carefully flew through the swamp, wishing he had an Av-Matoran to help him watch for the Makuta. A Shadow blast was hurled at Tahu, but he evaded the burst and launched several fireballs towards the source of the dark energy blast, only to watch them fly through empty air. Tahu then heard something drop, and the clicking sound of its opening signaled the coming of the Shadow Leeches from the Tridax Pod. He activated his Hau Nuva, but the leeches simply attached themselves to the energy shield, and vainly attempt to drain light from it. In order to dispose of them, he flew close to the swamp waters and deactivated his Kanohi, allowing the leeches to fall into the mutagenic waters.

Axonn and Brutaka stood on a steep rise, overlooking a battlefield.  Down below, the assembled might of the Skakdi of Zakaz were locked in combat with a small army of Rahkshi. The setting was an unnamed island in one of the southern chains, set up as a staging area by the Brotherhood of Makuta for an invasion of the mainland continent.  The Rahkshi had been brought there in secret, and allowed to practice their skills on the scattered Matoran residents.  Needless to say, there were no longer any Matoran on this island. Initially, the Skakdi had suffered horrible losses,  but they were capable of something the Rahkshi could only pretend to: rage.  Hungry for victory, and filled with hatred for their enemy, the barbarians regrouped and tore through the Rahkshi ranks. It was overwhelming, thrilling, and sickening all at once.

"Come on," said Brutaka, tearing himself away from the spectacle. "You know what we're here for." Together they walked down the hill and deep into a small canyon. In the center, buried beneath the soil and rock, was a square metal trapdoor with an iron ring.  After Axonn split the rock with his axe, Brutaka grasped the ring and pulled open the door. A stench rose from within. The smell of age and neglect, decay and rot. The two Order of Mata Nui members climbed down into the hole.

Axonn sent energy through his axe, illuminating the chamber. It was obvious that no one had walked here since perhaps the beginning of recorded time. The place was bare stone, with the only interesting feature a pool in the center. The waters were greenish-black and swirled angrily, despite there not being even the slightest breeze to stir them.  

"So this is it?" asked Brutaka.

Axonn nodded.  "Yes, this is the place the Great Spirit created the Makuta. And the only place new Makuta could ever spring from.  From that pool came their substance, made into living form by the powers of the Great Spirit until time made it into pure energy."

"Then if we destroy the pool?" said Brutaka.

"Yes. There can be no more Makuta ever. But do we have a right to end a species?"

Brutaka was looking at the pool, eyes wide. "I'd love to get into a philosophical debate with you, old friend, but I think we have a problem."

The waters of the pool suddenly exploded up and outward. Foul, scalding liquid struck Axonn and Brutaka, seeping into the openings in their masks and armor. It hissed and writhed, like a thing alive, burning wherever it touched. Temporarily blinded and in pain, the two warriors staggered and then stumbled, plunging into the pool itself.

Axonn was drowning. The greenish-black fluid filled his mouth and lungs before he could react. His mighty arms flailed about, trying to find something to grab on to, and failing. As he sank further toward the bottom, Axonn knew that here, in the birthplace of the Makuta species, he was going to die. Then he was suddenly rising rapidly up through the murky liquid. A strong hand had a hold of him and was yanking him away from his fate. A moment later he felt the hard stone of the floor beneath him. He choked and gasped. When the colors finally stopped swirling in front of his eyes, he looked up at his rescuer. Brutaka floated three feet off the floor. Green fire crackled from his eyes and the tips of his fingers. His armor had cracked in numerous places as the tissue it covered expanded. An aura of pure power surrounded him, so bright that Axonn had to raise a hand to protect his sight.

"Axonn," said Brutaka, "we are glad to see you have survived."

"We? Brutaka, what's happened to you?"

"I... we are the essence of the Makuta species. We know what they were meant to know, but have forgotten. We see the error. The flaws. So much to repair; but it cannot be done."

Axonn stood, axe at the ready. He knew the effects the Makuta Antidermis had on Brutaka. Absorbing it somehow made him stronger, but he had never seen or heard anything like this. It was Brutaka's body and Brutaka's voice, but the words had not come from his old friend.

"Spherus Magna, the Shattering," Brutaka muttered, seemingly more to himself than to Axonn, "The three that must be one; the two that must make them one."

Brutaka abruptly reached out and seized Axonn's arm in a grip of iron. His touch burned, but Axonn fought back the urge to scream.

"He must remember, he must be made to see, or the journey of 100,000 years will be for nothing. He hides beneath, preparing to meet his destiny. We must go there, we must right the wrong. So many wrongs before the Shattering can end."

*

Toa Helryx sat in the command chamber of her fortress on Daxia. The war against the Brotherhood of Makuta had begun, and it had not begun well. Although the Order, through the Dark Hunters, now held Xia, they had been unable to dislodge Makuta forces from the island of Nynrah. In other places, the Order's surprise attacks had met unexpectedly fierce resistance from Rahkshi and Exo-Toa. Being a leader meant making difficult decisions, something she had always known. In her time, she had sent agents on missions she knew they might well not come back from. She had ordered the deaths of everyone who knew the location of Artakha, and now she had to make two more vital choices that might lead to victory or disaster. The first had been easy. She dispatched a messenger to Metru Nui, carrying the Heart of the Visorak. This artifact could be used to summon the Visorak hordes from anywhere in the universe. It was to be placed in the hands of the Toa Mahri, with instructions to bring it to the volcanic island of Artidax and use it there. The second was more difficult. Brutaka had informed her of the presence of Hydraxon in the Pit, as well as the events that took place there. A second messenger had been sent to the Pit with orders for the jailer. She could not be sure he would follow them, given their nature, or she would simply be trading the Brotherhood in the end for a worse evil. But it had to be done. Sometimes she hated being the one in charge.

*

Hydraxon paced the dark, cavernous chamber that was the Pit. In his hand, he held a tablet that contained the orders from Helryx. The instructions carved in the stone were almost impossible to believe. The chamber door opened. It was Toa Lesovikk, bringing back another escaped prisoner. Although the two had clashed on first meeting, they had since become allies in the effort to recapture the former inmates of this vast prison. Hydraxon hesitated to show the orders to Lesovikk. After all, the existence of the Order of Mata Nui was supposed to be a secret, but if the situation, as outlined on the tablet was true, then he guessed it was a secret no longer.

Lesovikk let out a low whistle as he read the tablet. "So what are you going to do?" he asked.

"What I've always done," Hydraxon answered. "Follow orders."

He climbed down the iron ladder that led to the lowest tier of cells. Here, Pridak, Kalmah, Mantax, and Ehlek were imprisoned. The four Barraki looked at their jailer with undisguised contempt.

"Have you come here to mock us?" snarled Mantax.

Pridak smiled, revealing rows of sharp teeth. "We killed you once, you know. We can do it again."

Hydraxon ignored the obvious insanity. "I have an... offer for you," he said, forcing out each word. "There's a war going on. A war to bring the reign of the Brotherhood of Makuta to an end. Agree to fight against the Makuta, and you will get your freedom."

"And if we refuse?" said Kalmah. "Why should we risk our lives to fight someone else's war?"

"If you refuse," said Hydraxon, "You will find that there are places you can be buried far deeper than this Pit."

"Another chance," said Pridak. "Another chance to fight, to lead armies, to conquer. And when the Brotherhood falls, the League of Six Kingdoms will rise again."

*

The Shadowed One - master of the Dark Hunters, mortal enemy of the Makuta, thief, assassin and conqueror - was bored. Since he and his people had been dispatched to occupy the island of Xia by the Order of Mata Nui, there had been precious little to do. The island has been pacified in a matter of hours. Except for the occasional two or three Dark Hunters tapped by the Order for a mission, the bulk of their forces had yet to act. The Shadowed One did not like feeling penned in on this island, or ignored. That was why this day found him prowling the factories of Xia seeking amusement. Despite his pressure to get all manufacturing centers working again, many of the buildings were still badly damaged by the battle between the Tahtorak and the Kanohi Dragon. It was while walking through one such building that he came upon a Vortixx frantically clearing away rubble.

"What are you doing here?" asked The Shadowed One. 

The Vortixx gasped, surprised. When he saw who was addressing him, he dropped to one knee and bowed his head. The Vortixx, it seemed, had a long history of knowing when and to whom to submit. 

"Nothing, Great Lord," said the Vortixx, "just… cleaning up so all factories can be working again as you ordered." 

The Shadowed One said nothing. He knew what a lie sounded like. He had told enough of them himself. After several moments, he said, "Then I will help you."

"No!" the Vortixx cried out, "That's… that's unnecessary. This is work for a laborer, not a ruler like yourself."

Power flashed out from The Shadowed One's staff. A band of crystalline Protodermis appeared around the Vortixx's mouth, gagging him. 

"I said I will help you," repeated The Shadowed One. 

Striding over to the heap of rubble, The Shadowed One began to dig, never taking his eye off the Vortixx. The deeper he got, the more visibly upset the Xian seemed to be. 

''What,'' he wondered, ''was waiting at the bottom of this hole?''

He soon found out. Several feet down, he came across a Protosteel box. Burned into the lid was the symbol of the Brotherhood of Makuta. The box was locked, but the lock was no match for the now very curious Dark Hunter. He opened it carefully- after all, this might be some clever trap. But when he saw what the box contained, his eyes widened. 

"Oh, my, my," said The Shadowed One, as he gazed at something that soon might make him master of the world.

*

Ancient climbed a low-rise, stepping carefully to avoid tripping over the rubble that was once a Xian factory. He had been searching for The Shadowed One for the better part of an hour. They were supposed to be discussing the defense of the city, but the Dark Hunter leader was nowhere to be found. He was concerned. Toa Helryx had asked Ancient, her spy within the Dark Hunters, for regular reports on the state of things at Xia and The Shadowed One's actions. She fully expected a Brotherhood of Makuta attack on the island, and he was already overdue with his latest dispatch. Ancient reached the top of the rise. The first thing he saw was The Shadowed One, standing amid a pile of debris. He was holding a small chest, which was open, and staring at the contents with a nasty smile on his face. As Ancient drew closer, he noticed two other things: a dead Vortixx on the ground, his face encased in Crystalline Protodermis; and just what was in the chest: three vials.

"What have you found?" asked Ancient, "And why would a Vortixx be foolish enough to challenge you for it?"

The Shadowed One looked up, surprised. Then seeing it was Ancient, he visibly relaxed.

"A most amazing thing," he said, "Have you ever heard of Makuta Kojol?"

Ancient nodded. He knew the story from the Order of Mata Nui: Kojol had been visiting Xia to discuss having a virus added into a weapon the Vortixx were building for the Makuta. During his visit, he was "accidentally" killed by a different virus. Except it was no accident, but an Order operation to remove him.

"He brought a number of viruses with him when he came to Xia," The Shadowed One continued, "some were never found. The story was they were incinerated along with his armor. But they weren't, and I have found them."

Ancient tried not to look as worried as he felt. Weapons like this in the hands of the Dark Hunters was a disaster in the making.

"Excellent," he said, "We could ransom these for a good price."

"Ransom them?" said The Shadowed One, "No, no, I intend to make use of them. I will learn what they are and what they do, and then Helryx and the Makuta will answer to me! But I will need time... a great deal of time and privacy to work. No one must know I have them. That is why the Vortixx here had to die. And it's why..."

Two beams of power lanced out of The Shadowed Ones' eyes, striking Ancient. The veteran Dark Hunter vanished, disintegrated by the force of the blast.

"Apologies, old friend," The Shadowed One said, "but you know the old saying: 'A secret shared is no longer a secret.'"

Meanwhile, Kopaka, Lewa, and Onua were fighting the Makuta, and seemingly for no reason, Lewa began telling a story about three Matoran, a Nui-Rama swarm, and a basket of Bula berries. After being interrupted several times, Lewa finally finished the story, and explained that the Makuta simply wanted something, and they should give it to them, like the Matoran in the story. They discussed exactly what the Makuta wanted, and, for a moment, believed they wanted the keystones, but Onua convinced them to dismiss that theory.

The five Toa Mahri stood in a semi-circle, staring at the base of the Coliseum. A few moments before, the Toa Hagah had vanished down a tunnel in the foundation, heading for Mata Nui knew what. Now it seemed there was nothing for the Mahri to do but wait.

"What do you think they'll find down there?" asked Nuparu.

"Pipes," said Hewkii dismissively. "Dirt. Stone Rats. Maybe an underground stream or two. There's nothing down there."

"How can you be so sure?" asked Jaller.

"Onu-Matoran have been all over beneath this city," Hewkii replied. "If there was something down there, they would have found it by now."

"Maybe," said Nuparu, sounding not at all convinced.

"Let's go," said Hahli. "We're not accomplishing anything standing here."

The Toa Mahri of Water turned to head back to Ga-Metru. That was when she saw the golden crystal floating in the air. She reached out to touch it, and it moved away from her. "What is this?" she asked.

"Something you need."

The Toa Mahri spun around to see an ebon-armored female standing just behind them. For a second, they thought she was a Vortixx, but a closer look revealed her to belong to a species they had never seen before. She carried a shield, but no weapon that they could see.

"They call it the Heart of the Visorak," the figure continued. "It is active now and its power grows. Wherever it is, the Visorak will come, traveling from everywhere in the known universe to find it. You Toa must take it to the island of Artidax and plant it there. Draw the Visorak to that place, where they can be imprisoned forever."

"Right," said Jaller. "And who guards Metru Nui while we're gone? You?"

"It will be protected, never fear," said the woman. She produced a small stone tablet bearing a map to the island and handed it over. "Now you must take the Heart and go, before the Visorak descend on this city in search of it. Go now!"

Before the Toa could question her further, the armored woman's body shattered into a million crystalline fragments. The fragments scattered on the breeze. In moments, they were gone.

"Well, that was ... weird," said Kongu.

"So what do we do?" asked Nuparu. "If she was telling the truth ... this city isn't ready for another full-scale infestation."

"It's a big 'if,'" said Jaller. "So Kongu, Hewkii, you stay here. Hahli, Nuparu and I will go to this Artidax place."

*

The three Toa Mahri departed by ship within the hour. Kongu and Hewkii watched them go, then spent some time agreeing on how best to split up their patrols of the city. Once that was done, they started back for the Coliseum.

Neither one noticed a cloud of crystal shards coalescing behind them into the form of their mysterious visitor. And once her shield struck them, knocking them both unconscious, they noticed nothing at all.

Vezon landed hard on the stone floor of the Makuta Fortress of Destral. He had been captured by Rahkshi less than two minutes after Trinuma had dropped him off on the shore of the island. Vezon had never met a Rahkshi before, and found that he disliked them. Most beings had a scent, either pleasant or unpleasant; Rahkshi smelled of cold metal and death. The Makuta who came to greet him wore armor of purple and crimson. Although Vezon was polite enough to introduce himself, the Makuta did not bother to share his name. Vezon was tempted to complain about this, but the spear at his throat, the one dripping acid, convinced him to save it for another time.

"Who are you?" said the Makuta. "What are you? And how came you here?"

"My name is Vezon, your darkness, and I was brought here by an agent of a power that wishes you and your Brotherhood harm. They wanted me to come and tell you that they exist and plan to attack this island, but I'm not going to do that, no no no!"

"You just did," said the Makuta. Behind Vezon, three Rahkshi moved a little closer, staffs at the ready.

"Well, of course I did, but only to tell you that I won't!" said Vezon, exasperated. How could this being hope to conquer the universe, and yet be so slow? "It's all a trick, you see. They want me to pretend to betray them. They want you to concentrate your forces here against an attack that won't come. But I decided: Why pretend to betray them when actually doing it would be so much more fun?"

The Makuta grabbed Vezon by the throat and slammed him against the wall.

"Speak, fool! And let only truth and clarity come from your mouth if you wish to continue having one."

"Truth and clarity... Truth and clarity... I don't think I know them," answered Vezon. "Will you settle for 'white-lipped and trembling?' This Order of Mata Nui, it plans to mass an army and navy, threaten Destral, force you to teleport it away from where it is now, and then..."

When Vezon did not continue speaking right away, the Makuta tightened his grip.

"Alright, alright! I was only pausing for effect. They have a spy inside this fortress. They've sabotaged your means of teleportation. When you'll try to use it again... Well, I wouldn't start reading any long tablets, let's put it that way. And now that you know, tell me, what are we going to do about it?"

*

Vezon, it could truly be said, had a unique perspective on life. Perhaps it had been the fact that he had only been truly alive for a matter of weeks. Perhaps it was his time spent wearing the Mask of Life. Or perhaps it was just the fact that he was hopelessly insane. But the perspective he had today, he had to admit, was a new one: upside-down. The Makuta he had encountered in the fortress of Destral, who identified himself with a laugh as Tridax, had not entirely believed Vezon's story about cross and double-cross. In fact, he decided some follow-up questions were in order, the kind delivered when your guest is hanging by the ceiling by his ankles. 

"I have checked our teleportation technology," Tridax said. "There was no sign of sabotage. You are a liar."

"Well, no one ever said Makuta were observant," said Vezon. "How could you be so sure? Suppose I sabotaged it myself using my incredible powers of the mind."

"You have no powers," said the Makuta, picking up a wickedly sharp blade. "You have no mind. You are about to have no head."

"You're right! You're right!" babbled Vezon. "There is no army, there is no delay, I simply wanted the pleasure of your company. Well, pleasure might be too strong a word. Did I tell you I once wore the Mask of Life? One stray thought back then, and you wouldn't have even left ashes. I do miss those days. Anyway, take pride in being correct. There is no threat to Destral at all."

The walls of the fortress suddenly shook violently from an incredible impact.

"Except that one." Vezon added helpfully. 

Rock-dust fell from the ceiling, masses of weapons clattered to the floor and even the anchors of Vezon's chains came loose. A second blast tore a hole in the wall and sent mangled Rahkshi flying into the chamber. This time, the anchors came loose all the way and Vezon fell to the stone floor. 

Makuta Tridax was paying no attention. His orders were clear: maintain Destral in its current location unless attacked. In the event of a serious threat from Toa or Dark Hunters, teleport the island off the shores of Metru Nui and seize that city. He stalked off to carry out those commands. Vezon followed behind, unnoticed.

"That's right," thought the deranged ex-prisoner. "Lead me to your secrets. Ah, this plan is so cunning it might almost be one of mine. And perhaps it will be before I'm done."

*

Far to the west, Pridak watched the fortress burn, and smiled at the sight. He had been fortunate since his release from the Pit. His captors had provided him with ships and the resources with which to raise an army. From the worst holes in the Universe, he had found ex-Dark Hunters, exiled Vortixx, even a Skakdi or two for his crews. Before Kalmah had even devised a battle plan, Pridak had sounded off without him on a voyage of conquest. It felt good. Good to sack and burn and destroy again. Good to feel the warm glow of the Lightstones on his body, even though his water-filled helm had kept him from smelling the wonderful smoke and stench of battle. He was back, and back to stay. His men had rounded the forces of the Makuta who occupied this place, but had found no actual Brotherhood member. 

Now, as he surveyed his conquest, a few things captured his notice: the structure was not original, it had been rebuilt on the site of an earlier strong point. The lower levels were still incomplete, and it was while exploring them that he found a strange room. Deep below the basement was a room of rubble. The walls had been smashed, leaving only packed earth behind, and the remnants of those walls were littered around the floor. Intrigued, he picked one of the pieces up, only to find there was an inscription on it. The symbols made no sense to him and he was about to throw it away, when he noticed that another piece also had such an inscription. In fact, all the pieces did. There was some sort of message here, or there had been, he realized. Someone had tried to destroy it by shattering the walls, but the message was still here for someone who had the discipline to decipher it. And if someone had thought whatever information it contained worthy of destruction, it must be quite interesting indeed. With the infinite patience of a born hunter, Pridak began to assemble the stones.

*

Vezon stalked through the halls of the fortress of Destral, following Makuta Tridax and doing his best to remain unseen. The walls of the ancient structure shook from a ferocious pounding: the Order of Mata Nui had launched its attack on the Makuta base at last. His mission was simple, purposely so that even his deranged mind could keep it straight: He was to follow Tridax, find the means the Makuta use to teleport their island from place to place, and then disable it. He would then be most likely killed by Tridax, but then no plan was perfect.

At first it seemed like all was proceeding as expected: Tridax made his way to a sub-basement, seemingly oblivious to being followed. At the bottom of the basement was a massive chamber. What waited within that chamber staggered even the deeply disturbed Vezon. The walls towered forty feet, all around. Lining them were stasis tubes, close to one-hundred. And each tube was occupied by an identical figure. A few had armor of jet-black, most white-and-gold, but it was obvious they were all the same being. They were in some kind of stasis. Tridax walked to the center of the room, where a small table sat. On the table was a Kanohi mask. Tridax reached for it, then suddenly whirled and hurled a blast of Shadow at Vezon. Before he could dodge, the shadow had pinned him to the wall.

"Did you think I could not hear your clumsy attempt to follow me?" said Tridax, "Very well, Skakdi trash. You want to learn the most powerful secret of Destral? You want the satisfaction of knowing what hides here before you die? Look around."

Vezon did, but he didn't learn anything more by doing that.

"Quite a collection," he said, "I prefer sea-shells, myself. Sometimes leaves. Oh, and the heads of my enemies, though those take up so much space."

Tridax smiled and held up the mask.

"Do you know what this is? A Kanohi Olmak, the Mask of Dimensional Gates. One of only two known to be in existence. Not long ago, my fellow Makuta Mutran and I began experiments to develop a creature called a Shadow Leech; a creature that could drain the Light of others and turn them into beings of Shadow. That was what sparked my idea. I knew the mask could reach not only other places of this dimension, but other realities as well. And so I have begun traveling to those other realities and collecting the Toa Takanuva of each, bringing him back here, and feeding his Light to my pets. When I am done, I will have an army of Shadow Toa, all made from the most dangerous enemy of the Makuta."

The walls shook again.

"I think you'd better hurry up and finish then," suggested Vezon.

"No need," said Tridax. "I have only to release the Shadow Takanuva I have already made, and they will dispose of the attackers. And then I can go back to work in earnest. And then I can..."

Tridax stopped at the sound of crystal shattering. Startled, he let his Shadow power lapse. Vezon slumped to the ground, but not before he saw the Makuta looking at his arm in horror. Something was dissolving his armored gauntlet before his eyes, and his Antidermis was leaking out into the air. Two beings stepped out of the shadows. One was a Matoran, the other another species, very tall and very dangerous in appearance. He looked at the Makuta and laughed - a harsh and malicious sound.

"The most dangerous enemy of the Makuta?" said Tobduk, "Get ready, you're just about to meet him."

Mazeka grabbed Vezon's arm and yanked him away from where Makuta Tridax and Tobduk were fighting. "Come on, you fool," the Matoran said. "You want to get killed?"

"Well ...." Vezon said, as if he were seriously debating the question. "Anyway, I want to see the end."

"Trust me, there will be plenty of endings to see," Mazeka said, with some bitterness in his voice. "Everything ends eventually ... and sometimes, you're not sure why."

"How profound. How deep," said Vezon. Then he added, "How boring. Who are you and why are you here?"

"I'm here to kill you," said Mazeka.

"Oh," brightened Vezon. "I knew there was something about you I liked."

*

Tobduk watched the last of the Makuta's armor dissolve before the protosteel-eating virus. That left just his free floating antidermis to deal with. Meanwhile, the fortress of Destral continued to shake and crumble before the onslaught outside.

"You Makuta," Tobduk said, shaking his head. "In the end, you're just wisps of corruption, aren't you? No substance at all. Not like these Toa you have imprisoned all over the place in this chamber."

Tobduk looked around. He didn't recognize the Toa in the cases, but could tell they were – somehow – all the same being. "Someone's been tampering with things best left alone," he said, in a vaguely sinister, sing-song voice. "I've heard enough Turaga tales to know what that leads to."

The antidermis floating in the middle of the room turned a darker shade of black and green. Tobduk had no doubt the Makuta was trying to mentally attack him ... or perhaps even telepathically beg for his life? But with his mental shields up, nothing was getting through. That was okay, though. He hated to hear a grown gas cloud cry.

"I can guess what you're thinking," Tobduk said. "With all these Toa here, no one would dare destroy Destral. No one would risk the damage to all those other realities. No one would sacrifice all these lives."

Tobduk smiled and pulled out a nasty looking staff. Its shaft was inscribed with Matoran symbols and its head was carved in the shape of a doom serpent's head. "Well, let me tell you something. I used to live on an island to the east of here ... just a simple place, where a few of us tried to get by day to day. We had a little Rahi trouble now and then, nothing too serious. That is, until the day a Makuta showed up. "He had a little experiment he wanted to do. He mixed a little of this, a little of that, and before you knew it ... he had a great big spider ... and then a lot more. But that wasn't enough ... he had to see what they could do. So he unleashed them on our village ... it was over in minutes. When they were done, the Makuta renamed the island Visorak in honor of their pets."

Tobduk shuddered a little, from the memory. "I made it off the island ... a few others did, too ... and got to Nynrah, and from there, to Stelt. By the time we made it there, the horror of all I had seen had ... changed me. When my new friends took me in, they named me 'Tobduk,' which I hear means 'survivor.' Their idea of a joke, I guess."

Tobduk's eyes gleamed with a mixture of rage and madness. "Cause, you see, I didn't survive. I don't even know who I used to be. I'm not who I was ... and I'm not what the Order wanted to make me. I am no one."

A beam of white-hot energy lanced from Tobduk's staff. It struck the antidermis in mid-air, incinerating it in a matter of moments. Tobduk didn't turn the weapon off until every last particle was gone.

"Impressive," said Mazeka from the doorway.

Tobduk shrugged. "It passes the time. Where's the other one? He's a loose Rahi ... needs to be contained."

"He's dead," Mazeka lied. He had no idea who Vezon was, but had no reason to murder him either. He decided to let him take his chances with the army outside the gates, slim though those chances might be.

"You owe me," the Matoran continued. "You said if I helped you, you would tell me how to find the core."

The fortress was rocked by an explosion. The ceiling of the chamber cracked and rubble began to fall. "So I did," said Tobduk, seemingly unconcerned about the destruction all around him. "Very well, Matoran, I will point you in the right direction."

"What about all these Toa?" asked Mazeka.

"Wrong place, wrong time," answered Tobduk. "They don't belong here and we don't have time to send them all home. They're casualties of war. You can stay and try to save them if you like, but I'm done here ... so I am going. If you want the secret of the core, you'll come with me."

Mazeka considered. The lives of a bunch of Toa he didn't know vs. stopping whatever evil Vultraz had planned. He knew what a Toa would do – risk everything to save the helpless and let the villain escape, maybe putting more lives at risk in the long run. But maybe that was why there were only 50+ Toa left in the universe -- and anyway, Mazeka wasn't one of them.

"Okay," said the Matoran. "We go."

*

When the Matoran and the Order agent had vanished from the chamber, Vezon stepped out of the shadows. Destral was falling to pieces all around him, but he ignored it. His eyes were on all those crystalline cases and the Toa sleeping inside.

He had mocked Makuta Tridax's "collection" not so long ago. But as the madbeing traced a finger along one of the cases, he couldn't help but wonder:

''What couldn't I do with an army of Toa by my side?'' Vezon took the Olmak present and created a portal with it.

Krika, in the middle of a struggle with Gali, decided to take action. After dodging a blast of water, he argued with Gali, while still fighting her. He used his power of density control to pass through bars of energy made by Gali's Ghost Blaster, and then grabbed her while draining some of her energy. With her now unable to resist, he carried her off into the swamp.

Jallers, Hahlis and Nuparus trip to Artidax was long, but uneventful. Nuparu kept a careful watch out for Visorak, but saw none the first few days. As they got closer to the island, he would catch a glimpse of the spiders on the shores of islands that they passed. If their visitor was correct, the entire horde would be in pursuit of them now.

The first thing Jaller noticed when they reached the island was a set of recent tracks. A number of older ones had been partially obscured by the actions of wind and tide, but these looked like they had been just made. Nearby, various bits of wood floated in the water, apparently the wreckage of a ship or boat.

"Well, someone's been here," he said.

"And still is." The voice belonged to a tall, blue biped, monstrous in appearance, wearing a water-filled helmet on his head. He held a crude stone dagger in his hand. 

"Takadox!" said Jaller, in surprise. He and his team had fought Takadox, along with the other Barraki, in the Pit. "How did you escape? And where are your friends? Talk, you miserable insect."

"I 'escaped,' as you put it, out of a desire to do my bit for Mata Nui," Takadox answered, with a cold smile. "As for my fellow former rulers, they are no doubt rotting in cells by now, where they belong. But what brings you to this garden spot of the universe?"

"They do," said Nuparu, pointing toward the ocean. It had become a sea of Boggarak, skating across the water's surface, heading for the island. Behind them, floating on pieces of flotsam and jetsam of all types, were thousands more Visorak. All of them were coming right for Artidax.

"They're after us," Jaller said to Takadox. "But, don't worry, we won't be staying long ... of course, they will be."

"The entire horde?" said Takadox. "You're carrying the Heart of the Visorak ... I've heard of it, though never seen it, of course. And you're leading them here ... that explains a great deal."

"Talk straight, Takadox," said Hahli. "Or we'll leave you here as company for the spiders."

"Not at all a bad idea,” said Takadox. Summoning all his willpower, he focused his gaze first on Hahli, then on Jaller. When Nuparu tried to shield his eyes, his two allies grabbed him and forced him to meet Takadox's stare. In moments, all three were in a hypnotic trance.

"That is more like it," said the Barraki. "A short time ago, two strange beings appeared on the beach in a flash of light. They did not notice me, and I chose to follow and watch. I saw them mounting something on the slope of the largest volcano on the island ... and even I could tell what it was for: they were planning to trigger an eruption. And when it happens, this island and everything on it will be ashes.

"They disappeared as quickly as they came, leaving me with no way to escape the disaster ... until you arrived. Now I will take your boat and leave this rock – again – while you three stand nice and still, waiting for the end. If you're lucky ... very lucky ... that volcano will explode before the Visorak get their pincers on you."

Chuckling, Takadox climbed on board the Toa's boat. Raising the anchor and adjusting the sail, he started it moving away from the coastline of Artidax. Behind him, the three Toa Mahri stood like statues, helpless to stop his departure. And as Takadox's ship vanished over the horizon, and the volcano moved closer and closer to eruption, the first Visorak set their claws on the sands of the island.

Toa Norik moved carefully through a narrow passage below the Coliseum of Metru Nui. Behind him, the other Toa Hagah walked single-file, eyes and ears alert for any threat. All of them knew they were in uncharted territory – going somewhere no Toa, Matoran, Turaga, or other intelligent native of this universe had ever gone before. 

Well, that was not completely true. If what the Order of Mata Nui suspected was true, Makuta Teridax had traveled this route not long ago. Of course, that information came from an evil Piraka, Zaktan, who was now traveling along with the Toa Hagah. His recent mutation into a sea creature meant Zaktan had to be carried by Kualus in a water-filled globe.

"This reminds me of the Archives," Toa Iruini whispered. After a pause he added, "I pretty much hated that place too."

"You have to admit, though, Teridax fits right in here," said Pouks. "Dark, dank, the kind of place only a stone rat could love."

"We're not looking for a new home," snapped Norik. "Focus on the job."

"That's right, fight among yourselves," hissed Zaktan. "You Toa are all alike – all mewling idiots."

"Well, not all alike," Kualus chuckled. "I, for one, am much clumsier than the average Toa. In fact, I feel your globe slipping from my fingers even as we speak. Certainly hope I don’t drop it."

Zaktan cursed. Kualus responded by dropping the globe for an instant, then catching it again. "Whoops. There I go again," said the Toa.

Up ahead, Norik had come to a stop. Using a small portion of his flame power, he was illuminating one of the walls of the tunnel. On it was a series of inscriptions, apparently very ancient in origin.

"Is that Matoran? It doesn't look like it," said Norik. "I don't recognize the language."

"Let me see," said Bomonga. Being something of a master of the underground, Bomonga had seen more than his share of old inscriptions. "It's not Matoran, I don't think ... maybe some kind of root language. I can make out a little of it ... not much ... I think it's some kind of record."

"A record of what?" asked Gaaki.

Bomonga stared at the writing for a while before answering, "I can't tell. All I can make out is a name ... not sure if it's a person or a place ... 'Bara Magna.'"

No one said anything as they searched their memories for that name. After a few moments, all realized they had never heard it before. If it was somewhere in the universe they knew, then it must have been in an unexplored region. 

"Does it say anything about how to stuff a Makuta into his armor and then flush it away?" asked Iruini.

"I wish," muttered Bomonga.

"All right, let's keep going," said Norik. "Zaktan, how much farther do you think it is?"

"I don't know," snapped the Piraka. "I haven't been here either. I just know that the inscriptions I read hinted that this was where the Makuta had to come. I'm not sure he even knew for sure what was down here, or that 'here' actually existed – I think he was guessing."

"Nothing worse than a Makuta who's a good guesser," mumbled Iruini.

"I expected this trip to be more ... dangerous," said Pouks. "From the way Gaaki was talking when we left ... about it being a place of death, and all that ... I expected loads of traps and nasty Rahi. So far, this is a stroll through Metru Nui"

The tunnel was suddenly filled with a low hum, which grew louder by the moment. Too late, Iruini cried out, "Out! Everybody out!" The next instant, he was slammed against the wall, followed by the other Toa Hagah. It was only by sheer luck that Kualus was able to twist his body so that Zaktan’s globe did not get smashed to pieces by the impact.

Now all six Toa Hagah were trapped, pinned to the wall by a powerful magnetic force. Norik immediately called on his power of fire, but the tunnel was fireproof. Each of the others tried their powers in turn, only to find that the wall was somehow impervious to their elemental energies.

"Makuta?" asked Iruini.

"I don't think so," Norik answered. "He's not this subtle. I think this is one of those traps Pouks was so relieved we missed out on."

"Well, it could be worse," said Kualus. "I mean, given time, I'm sure we can figure a way to get free."

"Why do I think time is the last thing we'll be given?" said Bomonga. "Do you smell that?"

They all did. It was a hot, metallic scent that wafted from the tunnel up ahead. They all knew what it was, but Norik was the first to speak it aloud.

"It's molten protodermis," he said quietly. "And it's headed this way."

Toa Jaller stood on the beach of Artidax, his body locked rigid by Takadox's hypnotic trance. Next to him, Hahli and Nuparu stood, similarly paralyzed. None of the three were aware of what was going on around them, which was probably for the best.

Artidax was about to be the scene of a disaster. Its volcano was mere moments away from exploding, raining fire and ash on anything unfortunate enough to be around. Not knowing this, the Toa Mahri had brought the Heart of the Visorak here, a beacon that would summon the entire Visorak horde to this spot. The idea had been to strand them here. What no one knew was that Takadox was hiding on this island, and he hypnotized the three Toa and stole their ship, intending to make his escape.

Worse, the Visorak had arrived, and were even now scuttling across the beach toward the Toa Mahri.

All in all, not the best day the Toa Mahri ever had ...

Visorak, it is said, never forget.

The specimens now approaching the Toa Mahri had seen Toa before, 1000 years or so ago in Metru Nui. It had been a different team, of course, but to Visorak, one Toa looks much like another. They could remember, if dimly, the pain the Toa had caused them, and they could remember the hate.

But they recalled one thing more. Toa might appear weak, beaten, or defeated, and then suddenly lash out with devastating effectiveness. It wouldn't do to rush up to their apparently helpless foes and possibly walk into a trap. So they hung back a bit, cautiously probing to see if the Toa would react. Others began to scout - if these Toa really were frozen, as they seemed to be, something had done it to them. Could that something still be on the island, waiting to do it to the Visorak?

Jaller had a thought. This was very strange, as he wasn't capable of thinking at the moment. But some tiny part of his consciousness that was still active realized the answer: the thought was not his.

This is no way for a Toa to die.

That little spark of awareness was followed by a slightly larger one of recognition. He had heard that voice before. It belonged to Makuta. Although it had sounded different when it came from the mouth of the robotic Maxilos, the arrogant one was the same.

The voice continued. Paralyzed on a beach, about to be slain by Visorak or incinerated by lava? Is that the stuff of which legends are made? I think not.

No, don't bother looking around for me ... not that you could, in your condition. I am not on Artidax, but somewhere far away. Still, my powers have increased, so I can see and speak to you just the same. Jaller, Jaller ... Vakama had such hopes for you, and look at you now. As a Toa, you make a good statue.

Of course, I should object to what you had planned for my Visorak ... you and whoever set the volcano to erupt. But you didn't know about that, did you? And it would be such a shame to miss "seeing" your expression when you find out the truth ...

Jaller felt a sudden jolt of pain, sharp and agonizing. It cut through the fog caused by Takadox's hypnosis. In that moment, he awakened, his mind reeling. Someone had been talking to him ... but who? What had they said? What had just happened?

There wasn't time to puzzle it out, not with Nuparu and Hahli in trances and Visorak now closing in. With no other choice, Jaller hurled small fireballs at his two partners, just enough to singe them. As he hoped, the pain shocked them awake.

"Hey!" snapped Nuparu. "What's the idea?"

"Not dying, that's the idea," said Jaller. "We need to get off this island."

Hahli was already at work, summoning a wall of water to smash into the oncoming Visorak. Jaller threw up a wall of flame to block those coming from behind. Both Toa and Visorak alike froze at the sound of a rumble like thunder, coming from the volcano.

"Uh oh," said Nuparu. "I may not be the lava fan you are, Jaller, but I know enough about volcanoes to know what that sound means. It's going to blow!"

"Mata Nui," whispered Hahli. "Do you think that was why we were supposed to bring the Visorak here? So they could be killed?"

Something was nagging at Jaller, a memory of something he had heard, but he couldn't put his finger on what. But somehow he knew he was speaking the truth when he said, "Yes. I think someone planned this ... and I'm not sure they cared if we got caught in the middle."

"Our ship is gone!" said Nuparu. A half dozen Visorak moved on them. A shot from his Cordak blaster convinced them to back off.

"Then we swim," said Jaller.

"To where? We're in the middle of nowhere," Nuparu pointed out.

"It's swim, fry, or be a Visorak's lunch," said Jaller. "Take your pick."

"Did I ever tell you how much I love the water?" said Nuparu. Triggering his elemental power, he churned up the ground in front of the Toa, creating a path temporarily free of Visorak leading to the water.

"Go!" yelled Jaller.

The three broke into a run and dove into the ocean. Behind them, the Visorak milled about for a moment, confused. Their prey was getting away, but the Heart of the Visorak was here. They had to stay where the Heart was, didn't they?

Out in the water, the Toa were battling their way through more of the Visorak horde, all headed inexorably for the island. Jaller looked over his shoulder. For a moment, he was tempted to destroy the Heart. But that would mean having a horde of Visorak on he and his friends in a moment.

It's what a Toa should do, he thought. Toa don't kill, after all ... or help someone else do it. But maybe this is a new world – one where you can't trust your friends or your enemies. Maybe all we can do is try to stay alive.

The Toa were still too close when the Artidax volcano exploded. Hahli grabbed her two friends and pulled them underwater just as flaming chunks of rock started landing all around them. On the beach, the assembled Visorak found themselves too close to the disaster to escape. The horde, which had brought pain and death to so many, now reaped the reward for their acts.

"Now what?" said Nuparu, when the Toa had surfaced again. "We're a long way from home."

"We'll get there, one way or the other," said Jaller. "And then we're going to have a little talk with a certain black-armored female and get some answers ... or we're going to start a war of our own."

As Krika took Gali into the swamp, Pohatu continued fighting Gorast. He had tried everything he could think of, from swinging trees into her, blasting Midak light spheres at her, throwing boulders, and super-speed blows using his Kanohi Kakama Nuva and Photok's super-speed ability. However, Gorast seemed just as unharmed as before, and struck a blow to Pohatu and Photok, knocking them into the Codrex's energy field, which then knocked them straight back into another blow from Gorast. After announcing the inevitable victory of the Plan, she used her Kanohi Felnas to set off Pohatu's stone powers. With that, she walked away from the growing pile of rock.

Vamprah had proven to be much more of a challenge for Tahu than the Toa had believed, and the Makuta's power of heat resistance did not help. However, and idea came to his mind when he spotted some rotting swamp plants on an islet of mud, and remembered something Turaga Matau had said about the plants in the Fau Swamp. The Turaga of Air had said that the plants were more organic and broke down faster than Protodermis. When Vamprah flew over the plants, Tahu hurled a fireball at the plants, causing an explosion from the swamp gas from the plants. When Tahu looked back, Vamprah was clinging to a tree in order to stay out of the mutagen-filled waters.

Toa Helryx, leader of the Order of Mata Nui, picked her way across the remains of a battlefield. She was on the beach of the island of Nynrah, site of a struggle between the Brotherhood of Makuta and the Order. After a long and furious battle, the Order had won - driving the Brotherhood forces from the island or crushing them on the beach. Now she wandered the sands, occasionally picking up a piece of Rahkshi armor, studying it for a moment and then discarding it. 

There was a method to her madness. Using her Mask of Power, Helryx could read the past of an object simply by touching it. Her goal here was simple; Rahkshi were created using a powerful substance called Energized Protodermis. The Order wanted to know every source of that substance used by the Makuta so they could capture or destroy those sources. Without them, no new Rahkshi could come into being. 

So far, all the ones she had identified here were sources the Order already knew about. Still, it was worth the effort. It would be far easier to defeat the Brotherhood by cutting off their source of power, rather than beating them in battle.

She picked up a piece of crimson Rahkshi armor and called on the power of her mask. This time, she saw a place she did not recognize: Makuta Chirox was there, and a silvery pool, but not just any pool, no, this one had a figure emerging from it: a being actually made of Energized Protodermis. She concentrated hard and the location came to her: an island just north of the one her newest ally came from.

Helryx dropped the piece of armor and turned to Keetongu. The Rahi had reluctantly agreed to break off his efforts to save the victims of Visorak long enough to help in the war. In return, Helryx had promised him the Visorak would never again be a threat to anyone else.

"We have to go," she said, "there's another source."

It was a short journey. Their destination had at first seemed uninhabited, but that illusion didn't last long. Helryx spotted... things skulking among the rocks. They weren't Matoran, or Rahi, but looked like something in between. The overall feeling was that something was very wrong here. The air, the ground, the inhabitants - all felt off, somehow, in a way that obviously made Keetongu uneasy. There were no buildings on the island... none left standing, anyway. The most prominent feature was a large cave. Helryx and Keetongu entered cautiously. The passage narrowed considerably once they were a little ways in, forcing them to crawl to make any forward progress. Helryx couldn't help but think how easy it would be to get trapped in here.

As the passage widened again, Helryx saw more creatures. These obviously were Rahi beasts, but not like anything she'd seen before. They were short, pale bipeds, with large yellow eyes and spindly arms and legs. They backed away and moved to the side as she and her ally passed. But as soon as the two had moved on, they assembled into a group and followed close behind. 

Helryx and Keetongu came to a huge chamber. In the center of it was not a pool of Energized Protodermis, but an actual lake of the stuff. And rising from the center was the figure of a living being. A head, two arms, a torso ending in the lake itself. Its features were barely there, and its substance was the silver color of Energized Protodermis. The sight triggered a memory. An agent on Metru Nui had reported that Turaga Vakama had once mentioned an Entity his team had fought when they were Toa Metru. Could this be the same being?

"I have been expecting you." said the figure, "I have felt your kind at work in my pools throughout this universe. Destructive, but ultimately futile. Cap one source of my substance and it will emerge somewhere else."

"Then we will destroy it here, too." Helryx answered. "What are you?"

"I am creation and destruction," the Entity answered, "I am the power to transform and to destroy; I am every drop of Energized Protodermis that exists, and every drop is me. I am as far beyond you, creature of armor and tissue, as you are beyond an insect."

"And your purpose here?" asked Helryx.

"I did not choose to come here," the Entity replied, "I lived in the core of a planet, until one day a portion of my substance forced its way to the surface. It did not take long for the inhabitants of that world to discover my power; or to begin warring over it. But some of what makes up my form was taken and placed inside this universe, and so escaped before cataclysm overtook that world."

"And now?" said Helryx.

"Now I experiment on the creatures and things I find around me," said the Entity, "I have even let others make use of my power if I found their intentions intriguing enough."

"You have helped create beings that have brought terror and death to thousands," said Helryx. "It has to stop."

"Is a weapon responsible for the actions of the one who wields it?" asked the Entity.

"Perhaps not," said Helryx, "but a weapon can be broken and so never used again."

A soft sound that might have been laughter escaped from the entity. 

"I have met your kind before. So confident in your power to contain me, control me, or destroy me. You are no more than Stone Apes reaching for the stars, believing you could extinguish them if only you could get them in your grasp."

The lake began to boil and churn; a huge wave of Energized Protodermis rose up behind the Entity, so wide it spanned the whole chamber, and began to speed across the surface towards Helryx and Keetongu.

"Transformation, or destruction," said the Entity. "Which will be your fate? Let us find out, together."

There was nowhere to run. There was nowhere to hide. A tidal wave of Energized Protodermis was headed right for Toa Helryx and Keetongu. When it struck them, it would do one of two things; transform them forever into who-knew-what, or destroy them both. Desperate, Helryx reached out with her elemental power. Despite many thousands of years of honing her control over water to perfection, it did no good. Energized Protodermis, though in liquid form, was not water and was immune to her abilities. Doom was coming in a great silver wave.

Keetongu growled. Helryx glanced at him to see that his attention was directed behind them - specifically, he was looking at a hole in space that had just opened. Thoughts raced through Helryx's mind. Had Brutaka come to save them? Where did this portal lead? But there wasn't time for answers, only escape. Grabbing Keetongu's wrist, she pulled him toward the hole. They dove in together with no idea of where they would emerge.

At the same moment, a figure appeared in the portal. He stepped out into the chamber. If anyone had been present to see, they might have recognized him as the mad criminal Vezon, his face hidden behind a Kanohi Olmak, the Mask of Dimensional Gates. And if they peered closely, they might have seen his eyes widen at the sight of a wall of Energized Protodermis coming right at him.

"Uh-oh," he said.

On a patch of land in the swamp in Karda Nui, Krika spoke with Gali, the Toa of Water still dizzy from the Makuta's attack. He told her that the Brotherhood of Makuta once had a noble cause, under Makuta Miserix's rule, but due to jealousy of Mata Nui and the urging of Makuta Teridax, they turned against Miserix, and began working in favor of the Plan. Krika informed her that Teridax had wanted Miserix killed, and had assigned the task to Krika and Spiriah, but Krika had instead imprisoned him on Artidax, a volcanic island in one of the southern island chains. As Krika continued, Gali came upon the thought that the island that Tahu and Kopaka were sent to in order to stop volcano eruptions may have been that island. Krika then gave her a Brotherhood Tablet of Transit, and told her to leave Karda Nui before they could awaken Mata Nui. When Gali asked him about his motives, he told her of a Makuta superstition that everything they had put into the world came back to the Makuta in his or her death, and that perhaps he wanted to put some mercy out instead of the pain and fear that was usually sown by Makuta.

The Toa Hagah had, in their time, gone through some pretty bad days. Finding out the Makuta they had been chosen to protect was a traitor who intended harm to the Matoran; getting turned into Rahaga by the power of evil Roodaka; getting attacked by a Toa Hordika gone bad in Metru Nui – all of those were pretty high up on the "bad day" scale.

But nothing quite compared to being magnetized to the walls of an underground tunnel while molten protodermis surged toward you and searing death was only a handful of seconds away. That was in a class by itself.

"Anyone got any great ideas?" asked Iruini.

No one answered.

"Then how about last words?"

The hissing sound of the protodermis as it drew closer was suddenly drowned out by the sound of smashing stone and tearing metal. Rock and dust rained down from above. The Hagah looked up to see a huge hole had been torn in the tunnel ceiling. Looking down at them through it was what looked like a giant reptilian creature.

"And what have we here?" the being rumbled. "Six Toa and their fish tank in danger?"

"It talks," said Bomonga.

"I don't care if it sings, dances, and can juggle Kanohi blindfolded," said Iruini. "Can it get us out of here?"

The great beast nodded. "I can. I will ... at least until I find out who you are. If I am not satisfied with the answer, then I will throw you back."

There was a moment of terrible vertigo and complete disorientation. The next thing the Hagah knew, they were in another part of the tunnel. The beast was with them, though noticeably smaller in size. Also present was the water tank containing Zaktan.

"Now – by the right of salvage, I ask who you are, who you were before, and why you are here," said the beast.

As swiftly as possible, Toa Norik explained the history of the Toa Hagah and then their mission in the tunnels. He left out any mention of Toa Helryx or the Order of Mata Nui. The beast listened, nodding occasionally, and when he was finished, it smiled.

"So the Makuta saw the need of protection, one day in the distant past? How ... amusing. I am a Makuta as well – my name is Miserix – no doubt you have not heard of me, for which we can thank our mutual enemy, Teridax."

Bomomga and Kualus were immediately ready to fight, but Norik gestured for them to hold back. Whoever this Miserix was, he had saved them.

"Not that I'm complaining, mind you, but how did you find us ... and how did you save us?" asked Iruini.

"Ah, just like a Toa," said Miserix. "Always assuming the universe revolves around you. I had no idea you were here. I was seeking Teridax. As for how I prevented your premature melting, teleportation – a minor, if useful, talent."

"What makes you think Teridax is down here?" asked Toa Pouks. The others knew Pouks was just buying time. His mask was analyzing and copying Miserix's power, but that took a while to do.

"I could say I smelled his stench," said Miserix. "But the truth is, I found a Makuta who preferred talking to being shredded by my claws. He pointed me in the right direction ... and in return, I did not tear him apart. He was quite intact when I absorbed him into my body. And by the way ...”

Miserix lashed out, knocking Pouks against a wall. The Toa's mask flew off.

"I dislike being ... imitated," the Makuta growled.

Gaaki helped Pouks to his feet and retrieved his mask for him. "So what now?" said the Toa of Water.

"Now?" said Miserix. "Now we best Teridax in his lair. Enough time has been wasted on that pretender to power."

Miserix turned and walked away. If he was worried that the Toa Hagah would not follow, or that they would attack him from behind, he showed no sign of it. In truth, he was concerned about neither. If they didn’t come along, it mattered not a bit to him. If they attacked, he would kill them all.

They followed.

"He's a Makuta," Zaktan said, in a harsh whisper. "Your sworn enemy! Why don't you kill him?"

"You're a Piraka," replied Pouks. "Also our sworn enemy. Why don't we kill you? Because we need you, serpent – and we may well need him too."

After what felt like hours of travel, the tunnel at last came to a stop. It ended in a mid-sized chamber, lined with sophisticated machinery. But that wasn’t what captured the attention of the Hagah. No, they were focused on the two corpses in the room.

Kualus was the first to check over the still, armored forms. Bomonga joined him. After a few moments, the Toa of Earth said, "They have been dead many, many thousands of years. They look something like Toa ... as you can see, one is in red armor, one in green ... and they wear masks, as we do. But there's something ...different. Maybe a lot of things."

Miserix extended a claw and scraped a piece off the armor of one of the bodies. He examined it carefully. "Fascinating. This armor is not made of protodermis. I would guess nothing about them is, from their organic tissue to their masks. Yet all things are made of protodermis. If they are not, that can only mean --"

"That they're not from around here," finished Norik. "But what were they doing here, miles beneath Metru Nui? How did they die? And what is this place?"

Before Miserix could answer, there was a crackle of ozone. The group turned to see a hole forming in space behind them. Within the hole, they could see nothing but darkness at first .... then the vague outline of figures coming toward them from the void.

"I believe we are about to have company," said Miserix. "Perhaps, Hagah, we will get to see just how effective you are at 'protecting' a Makuta, after all."

They turned as one to see figures emerging from the dimensional portal. They were ready for anything, except perhaps for what they saw.

Toa Helryx emerged first, followed by Keetongu. The portal began to shrink behind them, then suddenly widened again to admit two more figures. The Hagah recognized neither one, but it was obvious that Helryx did.

"Axonn! What are you doing here? And ... what has happened to Brutaka?"

Axonn explained rapidly how he and Brutaka had tracked down the pool where the Makuta species was created, only to be attacked by it. Brutaka had been changed by it somehow and insisted that they come here immediately -- wherever "here" might be. He had used his Mask of Dimensional Gates to make the journey.

"Then ... was it that which opened a gate allowing us to escape where we were?" wondered Helryx.

"No," answered Brutaka, in a voice like thunder. "There is another Olmak ... and it has been misused ... and worse. It may well threaten us all."

"It's going to have to wait in line," said Toa Iruini. "Listen, we all came down here looking for Makuta Teridax, on your instructions. Then we were told it was full of traps and a 'place of death.' Well, so far, I see no Teridax, I've run into one pretty good trap, and nobody’s died. When do things start happening?"

A bolt of energy shot out from a bank of machinery nearby. It struck Brutaka, shattering his mask to pieces. 

"You had to ask," Bomonga grumbled to Iruini.

"My apologies for the abrupt greeting," said the voice of Teridax. It was strangely soft, and seemed to be coming from all around. "But I couldn't have Brutaka helping you to leave prematurely. Not when we have so much to discuss."

"Makuta!" said Helryx. "I know what you're planning. You won't get away with it."

"You know?" Teridax repeated, amused. "If you knew, you would be fleeing in panic, Toa. No, you suspect ... just as Zaktan does. Or perhaps he does more than that?"

A loud hum filled the room. A moment later, both Zaktan and the water tank in which he dwelled exploded.

"I suppose now we will never know," said Teridax. "Now what shall we talk about? The economy of Stelt? The latest akilini scores? The efforts to turn Metru Nui into an armed camp? No, I know - let's discuss the end of your universe as you have known it."

In the skies of Karda Nui, Icarax, still under guard by Ignika, telepathically sent for Vultraz, who quickly arrived in the Swamp of Secrets, with Mazeka soon following. 

Mazeka piloted his swamp strider through the outskirts of Karda Nui. It had taken too much time to get the directions to this place from Tobduk, and more time to retrieve his vehicle from Daxia. Mata Nui only knew what kind of trouble Vultraz could have caused in the meantime.

The strider moved quickly across the murky water. Magnetic force from the tips of its legs kept it aloft a few inches above the surface of the swamp. Now and then, a tentacle ... or something worse ... would emerge from the muck and try to grab the vehicle, and Mazeka would have to deal with it.

The sounds of battle were all around. Toa were locked in combat with bat-winged nightmares Mazeka assumed were Brotherhood of Makuta members. His sources had told him that Icarax had been summoned here, and that Icarax in turn had summoned Vultraz. There could only be one reason for doing that, and it was one that sickened Mazeka.

Five years before, Mazeka and his mentor had been hard at work, researching the origin of all things. Everyone knew about the Great Beings and the Great Spirit Mata Nui, but how much was myth, and how much fact? The two were determined to find out. Although they were nowhere near close to learning all there was to know, they had discovered much, including one dread secret: the origin of the Makuta. Carved on one of their tablets was their best theory of how the Great Spirit had brought the Makuta into being, and where. That tablet was among the many stolen by Vultraz.

At the time, it was a terrible crime. Now it could be a disaster. A Makuta armed with that knowledge could create an army of his brothers, or perhaps a more powerful form for himself. Mazeka wasn't sure when Icarax learned what Vultraz knew, or why he wanted the information now, but he knew one thing for certain – Icarax could not be allowed to get his claws on it.

That was easier said that done. Karda Nui was an enormous place, so finding Vultraz would not be easy. And he had to do it while avoiding being drawn into the battle between the Toa and the Makuta.

''One of these days, I really have to stop picking all the easy jobs'', he thought.

Vultraz flew his skyfighter high above the waters of the swamp. He felt like he had visited a wonderland. Down below, Toa were getting pounded by Makuta, shadow Matoran were hunting down their former friends. It was a little slice of paradise.

He remembered what he had been like before becoming a shadow Matoran. In truth, there wasn't much difference. He was a bit more powerful now, but he had never had much use for justice and morality before, so his new outlook on life was much like his old one.

Icarax's weak telepathic summons had reached him on Destral. The Makuta was obviously badly injured. Vultraz had to first track down where he had hidden the tablets he had stolen so long ago, to verify his information. It would be a suicidally bad idea to give Icarax bad data.

He banked to the left, following the mental call from Icarax. It was then that his eye caught movement far below and well to the west. At first, he figured it was a Toa or one of the Av-Matoran, most likely fleeing. Then he picked up the distinctive outline of a swamp strider and knew at once who it had to be.

Vultraz smiled. Somehow, this was fitting. The Brotherhood was about to win its greatest – its final – victory ... and fate had delivered his old enemy, Mazeka, into his hands. His only regret was that Mazeka would not live to see the triumph of shadow.

Icarax momentarily forgotten, he sent his craft into a power dive, right for Mazeka.

Mazeka spotted Vultraz with mere seconds to spare. The skyfighter was flying low over the water now, on a collision course with the swamp strider. As Vultraz opened up with his skyblasters, Mazeka did the same, even as he charged his vehicle right toward the oncoming flyer.

The two old enemies hurtled toward a final clash, or perhaps mutual destruction ... but never reached each other.

A portal opened in space right between them. It was too late to stop, too late to turn ... too late to do anything but plunge inside of it. And then they both were gone from Karda Nui ...

*

Meanwhile Pohatu and Photok were still buried under rubble. Photok's first attempt at escape was a light sphere, but it came nowhere near to breaking through all the rock. Once Photok woke Pohatu, they began discussing ways of escape. Photok suggested using the Kanohi Kakama Nuva to go through the stone, but Pohatu rejected that plan, because the result would probably be mutation by the swamp water. Instead, Pohatu began his own plan, using his rebalanced stone power to fuse and lift the rock pile into the air above the swamp water. Pohatu then split the rock in two, and flew off with Photok.

Still flying toward the Codrex, Photok and Pohatu were joined by Tahu. Pohatu quickly asked if the Toa of Fire had seen Gali, but he had not. Pohatu then explained to his leader what had happened to Gali. Worried for the Toa of Water, Tahu ordered Pohatu to find Gali, while he went off to help the others fight, so they could join up with Pohatu and Photok.

In Metru Nui, Hewkii awoke. Kongu was beside him, still unconscious. The Toa of Stone’s mind was full of questions - How? Where? Why?

The "how" was easily answered. Someone had attacked the two Toa Mahri from behind shortly after Jaller and his team left for the island of Artidax. Who that might have been, he had no idea, but he certainly looked forward to meeting them again.

"Where" was easy too – they were in the Coliseum in Metru Nui. He half-expected to wake up locked in a cell, but that wasn't the case. He didn’t even see a guard out in the corridor. Their weapons were gone, but they still wore their masks.

"Why?" That was what he was about to find out. He gave Kongu a hard rap on the mask. "Wake up, stiff breeze!" he said. "We have work to do."

"Hmmm? What?" said Kongu, shaking his head. "Where are we, and why are you hard-hitting me?"

Hewkii was already up and on his way out the door. "Let's find out."

He had gone only a few steps out into the corridor when a cloud of black, crystalline shards appeared in front of him. It rapidly coalesced into the form of the black-armored female who had first told the Mahri they had to go to Artidax. Hewkii suddenly thought he knew who the "who" had been.

"So," he said. "It was all some kind of trick."

"If you wish to think of it that way," the figure replied. "I am Johmak, an agent of the Order of Mata Nui. For reasons of its own, the Order wanted the Toa Mahri out of Metru Nui for a time. And we wanted the Visorak taken off the board ... hence our decision to kill two Gukko with one stone."

Kongu was standing behind Hewkii now. "But you thought we would all quick-leave, didn't you?"

Johmak nodded. "And when you didn't, we had to step in. We couldn't have you interfering."

"With what?" asked Hewkii.

Johmak fragmented again and flew down to the end of the corridor. There was window here that looked out over southern Metru Nui. As she reformed, she said, "With this!"

Hewkii and Kongu looked out at their city, stunned. It no longer looked like the place they had been living in for weeks. Now it resembled nothing so much as a fortress. High walls had been constructed on the coastline, with huge weapons mounted atop them. Weapon emplacements were also visible atop buildings. Streets leading to the Coliseum were barricaded, with Order of Mata Nui agents on guard. Matoran of all kinds were visible frantically building more defenses.

"What is going on here??" Hewkii exploded.

"The Makuta have suffered serious defeats, but they are not yet vanquished," said Johmak. "We know we will need one final battle to destroy them, but we want to pick the spot. So we leaked word through servants on Stelt that we have turned the Great Furnace into a virus works to replicate the protosteel-eating virus that killed Makuta Kojol."

"You made Metru Nui a target?" said Kongu, in disbelief.

"It already was a target," said Johmak. "We just made it a better prepared one."

"Where are the Turaga?" demanded Hewkii. 

"The Turaga proved ... uncooperative," Johmak replied. "They have been ... asked ... to remain in the Coliseum for the duration."

"And just what is it you will be asking us to do?" asked Kongu.

"Nothing," said Johmak. "Nothing at all. Stay out of our way. Your interference may well get Order agents killed ... not to mention yourselves."

With that, Johmak turned back into a cloud of crystal and floated out the open window. Hewkii watched her go, his anger building with every moment.

"Nobody picks a fight using my city, then tells me to stay out of it," the Toa of Stone growled. "Nobody!"

*

Turaga Vakama walked slowly through the corridors of the Coliseum. It had been his work place since his return to the city of Metru Nui. Now it was his home as well, along with that of all the other Turaga. Much had changed in the city in recent days - not all of it good. Despite his confinement, he had been able to pick up snatches of information here and there. The fortunes of war had evidently turned against the Brotherhood of Makuta. Numerous Makuta-held islands had fallen, including, rumor had it, Destral itself. It was almost too much to hope for - perhaps the Great Spirit would awaken to find his arch-enemies vanquished for good.

He passed his chamber and headed down a flight of stairs to a secure room. Here were kept weapons, memorials to the Toa Mangai, and one very important Kanohi mask. Although Vakama knew that it was one of the safest spots in the city, he still checked on it every day. If the contents of that room were to fall into the wrong hands ... he didn't even want to think about it.

He was halfway down the stairs when he heard the crash. He raced down to find a half-dozen heavily-armed Ta-Matoran, scattered like leaves in a wind-storm. The door to the chamber had crumpled with age, and stepping through it was a being Vakama had hoped to never see again. A little over a thousand years ago, when he was still a Toa, Vakama had battled a being called Voporak. Surrounded by a field that aged anything it touched, Voporak seemed impossible to beat, and it took a Makuta to do it in the end. Voporak worked for the Dark Hunters and sought one thing in Metru Nui: the thing he now held in his great claw, the Kanohi Mask of Time.

Vakama froze. He wanted to attack, to avenge his fallen friends, but he knew that no attack of his would stop this creature. Voporak knew it too. He looked at Vakama with something like contempt. Then he shrugged and turned his back on the Turaga, walking away. Vakama followed. A few minutes later he watched Voporak walk out of a hole in the side of the Coliseum. A four-armed warrior wielding a multi-bladed axe bellowed at the sight of the thief and charged. Voporak reached out and grabbed his attacker. In a matter of seconds, the warrior aged tens of thousands of years before collapsing on the ground. Voporak kept going, and there was nothing, Vakama knew, that could hope to stop him.

Back at the Av-Matoran village, Toa Ignika guarded his captive, Makuta Icarax. The Makuta mocked Ignika, as he saw giving mercy to an enemy as a sign of weakness. However, his mocking was in vain, for Ignika was unaware of the Toa code, and had only allowed Icarax to live because he saw no reason to kill an enemy who was no longer a threat. As he taunted Ignika, Icarax realized that Ignika did not know that it was designed with a countdown that signaled the time when the mask would absorb all life in the universe. After Icarax informed Ignika that this countdown would end when the Kanohi's coloring changed from its current shade of silver to pure black, Ignika forgot all about his prisoner and sped down into the swamp to warn the Toa Nuva.

Gali was about to ask Krika something, but Takanuva, who had just arrived to Karda Nui through a dimensional gate, fired a bolt of light which forced Krika to retreat, with an almost resigned look on his face. Gali recognized Takanuva and began asking him questions, but the Toa of Light told her he would explain later his changed appearance and how he came to be in Karda Nui, as they needed to find the others. Before they went, Takanuva took out the small sundial he carried and shone light upon it, causing a beam to point in one direction. He explained its usage to Gali, saying that if he shone light upon it, the shadow would indicate the location where Mata Nui could be awakened. The two Toa then spotted Pohatu flying through the air. Takanuva felt an urge to attack the Toa who he did not recognize but Gali reassured him. After the Toa of Stone joined them, Gali and Pohatu explained that the Makuta had turned dozens of Av-Matoran into Shadow Matoran, and Takanuva swore that he would see the Matoran cured.

However, as they continued flying, some Niazesk spotted and attacked them. The Rahi dodged Pohatu's attack of stone blocks and one was downed by a blast of water from Gali but the rest kept coming. Takanuva prepared to hurl light at them but, worried whether one of his friends would be harmed by the Rahi, decided to use his power of Shadow. He defeated them with a shadow bolt, but this caused Pohatu to believe Takanuva was Makuta Teridax. The Toa of Stone prepared to attack Takanuva with his Midak Skyblaster, giving him a countdown of ten. The desperate Toa paused Pohatu by quoting Pohatu's first words upon waking up on Daxia: "What's a Toa?" Struck with an idea, Takanuva turned to Gali and suggested she read his mind to see the truth. Despite Pohatu's objections, Gali created a mental link and learnt of Takanuva's adventures on his way to Karda Nui, thus verifying his identity. Reassured, the Toa of Stone continued filling Takanuva in on the situation as the group flew towards the other Toa Nuva.

The island of Destral was in ruins. 

The fortress of the Makuta had been pounded largely to rubble. Vezon, the sole living and conscious occupant of the fortress, had already departed using a Mask of Dimensional Gates. Occupiers were already moving through the shattered rooms, looking for survivors or loot.

Inside a subterranean chamber, a lone figure awoke. He knew his name – Takanuva – and he remembered being kidnapped from his universe by a Makuta. After that, everything was a blank until he woke up here, in a cracked canister.

He kicked the lid of the canister to pieces and stepped out into the chamber. All around him were duplicates of him, some dead, some still trapped in suspended animation. That answered one question – he had not been the only one taken.

Something was nagging at him ... something else that was not as it should be. What was it? He was certain that his armor had not been all black before ... so that was one possibility. But was that the answer? No, no, it wasn’t. He was almost positive that one other thing had been different prior to his awakening.

He was pretty sure -- could have sworn, really -- that he hadn't wanted to destroy the world before. But now?

The dark Takanuva just couldn’t wait to get started.

Kalmah moved warily through the main factory complex of Xia, flanked by Mantax and Ehlek. He did not want to be here. It would have been far more satisfying to be leading his new fleet against the Brotherhood of Makuta, but Pridak had contacted him and assured him that their old dream of overthrowing the Great Spirit might live again.

Up ahead, sitting on a makeshift throne was The Shadowed One, leader of the Dark Hunters. He eyed the three Barraki coldly. Perched on the rafters above was Darkness, who watched over The Shadowed One, though not out of any desire to guard him. No, Darkness waited for a sign of weakness in the leader, to kill him so another could take his place.

"Shadowed One, we bring you greetings from Pridak," said Kalmah, "And congratulate you on your seizure of this island."

The Shadowed One simply nodded, his gaze never leaving Kalmah's hideous face.

"It is Pridak's belief that the Barraki and the Dark Hunters would be well-served by an alliance," Kalmah continued. "After this chaos is ended, someone will need to pick up the pieces of this universe. We see an opportunity."

"And what do you have to bargain with, besides your fearsome reputations?" The Shadowed One said, mockery in his voice.

Kalmah simply smiled. "Information. We know that Makuta Teridax struck the Great Spirit Mata Nui down, and we know how. We also know that a prototype of the virus used to do it was hidden on this island, and we believe you have it."

"I?" said the Shadowed One. "I am the humble administrator of Xia, a mere servant of the people. Nothing more."

Kalmah laughed. "You are a lying, treacherous sack of Doom Viper breath. But you are also very thorough. Oh yes, we've heard all about you and your organization since our release from captivity. If that virus is on Xia, you have it."

The Shadowed One's expression darkened. A lesser being would have quaked with fear at the sight. The Barraki, though, were not lesser beings.

"And if I do?"

"You know where it is, we know how it can be used. And so: a bargain."

The Shadowed One considered. He could just kill these three as he had Ancient, but if they really did know something about how the vials he had found could be turned against the Great Spirit, well, that was knowledge worth gaining. He could always kill them later, after all.

"On one condition," he said. "Pridak and I will meet on neutral ground, the land of Karzahni. If I am satisfied with what he has to offer, then, perhaps, Dark Hunter and Barraki will walk side-by-side into a new dawn."

Meanwhile, despite poor working conditions that he complained about, Mutran had created a Klakk, and was showing it off to Vican who asked about it, when it escaped, and screamed a sonic attack at Vican, knocking the Matoran out briefly. Upon waking, Vican felt strange somehow, but Mutran sent him to find it before Vican could realize the truth: he was once again a Le-Matoran. Understanding this, the Matoran rushed off to find a Toa, Mutran having not realized what had occurred.

Gali, Takanuva, and Pohatu then arrived at the scene of a battle between the rest of the Toa and the Makuta. Then, Takanuva tried to tell the group of the storm about to arrive, but Tahu ordered the group to keep fighting. Tahu, Gali, Pohatu, Onua, Kopaka, Lewa, Takanuva, and Toa Ignika traveled towards the Codrex while Photok, Tanma, and Solek battled the Shadow Matoran a short distance away. Takanuva's powers tipped the balance of the fight, forcing the Makuta to retreat.

Tahu then showed the other six Toa the Keystones and the Toa began read the stone pieces. At this moment, Toa Ignika arrived and told the Toa, using his new knowledge of spoken languages, that he was not simply wearing the Mask of Life, he was the Ignika and apparently on a countdown to destroy the universe. Takanuva then revealed that as soon as the Toa Nuva awakened Mata Nui, an energy storm would ravage Karda Nui. However, Tahu said that they would then have to get in the Codrex, the place where Mata Nui was to be awakened, reawaken him and get out of Karda Nui very fast. The Toa then flew off to the battle. Gali and Lewa created a thunderstorm while Takanuva struck with his Power Lance, effectively distracting the Makuta. Continuously fighting, the Toa managed to reach the Codrex.

Tahu managed to fit the Keystones into niche in the force field surrounding the Codrex while all the others were caught up in battle. And then, as the Toa passed inside, Tahu retrieved the Keystones, to prevent any pursuit. However, unseen, Antroz managed to slip in behind the Toa and follow them by their voices. Inside the structure, Onua accidentally hit a button which made the floor descend. There, the Toa found six giant Lightstones and six pathways leading off in different directions. Lewa, Pohatu and Kopaka found at the end of theirs three vehicles, the Axalara T9, the Rockoh T3 and the Jetrax T6. 

The dark depths below the city of Metru Nui were a "place of death," Toa Gaaki had warned. She had been right, at least for the Piraka named Zaktan, who had just been killed by Makuta Teridax. That was bad enough - worse was that it was impossible to tell just where Teridax was, as his voice came from everywhere. But of his body, there was no sign.

A formidable amount of power was arrayed against him in this chamber. Toa Helryx, leader of the Order of Mata Nui; Keetongu, powerful Rahi beast; the six Toa Hagah; Makuta Miserix; Axonn and Brutaka, agents of the Order. Of them all, Brutaka was the strangest, glowing green as he was and floating several inches off the floor. Even with his Kanohi mask shattered by Teridax, he seemed frighteningly powerful.

"Show yourself, you traitorous vermin!" bellowed Makuta Miserix. " Let us settle once and for all who rules the Brotherhood!"

There came the sound of soft laughter from every corner of the room. "The Brotherhood? There is no more Brotherhood, Miserix. In a very short time, the Makuta of Karda Nui will be dead. Makuta Tridax has died already, as have Spiriah and others. The Order of Mata Nui has been most helpful in that regard."

"And you seem unconcerned that your allies are perishing," said Helryx. "Why?"

"I have no allies," Teridax replied, "for I have no equals."

A hum rose in the room, growing louder and louder until it drowned out all thought. All that existed was that head-splitting sound, which drove even Axonn to his knees. Only Brutaka stood. He lashed out with a bolt of power from his sword, shouting, "Enough!" The energy struck the machinery on the far wall and the sound stopped.

Teridax laughed. "A mere ... sample ... of what is to come."

"I know all that you have forgotten," Brutaka said. "I know that you put millions of lives at risk with your foolish grab at power. This is '''not''' what you were meant to do. This is '''not''' why you were created."

"He is in the machines," Miserix muttered. "Of course. So if we destroy the machines ..."

The exiled Makuta hurled a bolt of gravitic power at the banks of machinery. Where it struck, metal began to crumple, folding in on itself as its gravity increased 100 times. But it was not Teridax who struck back at him – it was Brutaka! A blow from his sword sent Miserix sprawling.

"No! You do not understand!" shouted Brutaka.

"Then enlighten them," said Teridax. "Please."

Brutaka nodded. "We ... we stand in as close to the mind of Mata Nui as it is possible to be. If we destroy this place, we destroy that mind, and doom the universe."

"I don't understand," said Toa Norik. "If this is Mata Nui's mind ... where is his body?"

Brutaka gestured broadly, indicating everything around them. "It is our universe, Toa. We live inside the Great Spirit. But now Teridax has taken root in that body and controls it ... controls all. As soon as the Toa Nuva awaken the body, Teridax will be unleashed to rain darkness on all who live."

Meanwhile, the Makuta were still outside the Codrex. Icarax made his way to them and convinced Krika to bring the shield down. Using his intangible form, Krika fought his way through, breaking it down. Just as he was thrown to the whole other side of the swamp, dazed by the explosion of the shield, the shield went down and Icarax began to destroy the Codrex. Inside the Codrex, Pohatu and Lewa mounted their respective vehicles to combat this new threat. However, before Kopaka could board the Jetrax, Antroz hijacked the vehicle and discovered it acted like eyes for him. Flying out of the chamber, the Jetrax crashed with a Lightstone, becoming super-charged. Pohatu, aboard the Rockoh, and Lewa, riding the Axalara, pursued Antroz through a maze of tunnels. Takanuva left to try and restore the Shadow Matoran to their original state, while Onua, Gali, Ignika, and Tahu tried to figure out how to awaken Mata Nui.

Antroz was flying out of the Codrex when Radiak asked to help him. Antroz answered by saying that he did not need him anymore, and flung him down to the swamp. Kopaka was there to witness the whole thing, and caught the Shadow Matoran. Takanuva told him to give him Radiak while Kopaka went to help Lewa and Pohatu. Photok, Tanma, and Solek, having barely escaped the Av-Matoran/Shadow Matoran battle, teamed up with Takanuva. Then, they met Vican, who told them about the Klakk. At first, the Av-Matoran did not believe him, but Takanuva did, and told him to lead the way to the Rahi.

In the Codrex, Tahu, Gali, and Onua were still worrying about how to awake Mata Nui while Ignika was listening, as the process detailed by the Keystones, that they should use progressively greater bursts of energy to awaken the Great Spirit, would take too much time. Then, the three Toa Nuva realized that the Ignika could awaken the Great Spirit. Tahu told Ignika this, but, shocked, Ignika tried to kill Tahu at the idea. Ignika had always wanted to be a hero, and the Toa wanted him to sacrifice himself. Tahu freed himself but the angry Ignika moved towards him again. However, Gali spoke to him about heroism, citing Matoro's courage, and Ignika decided to sacrifice himself, emulating Matoro's deed.

The Makuta were attracted to the noise of cracking metal, and Gorast, Gavla, and Vamprah were sent to investigate. They were surprised to find Icarax destroying the Codrex, and they began to attack him. First, however, Icarax knocked Gavla off Vamprah, and then challenged Gorast. But Vamprah sent a wave of Sonic toward Icarax, stunning him. This gave Gorast the chance to tear off Icarax's armor, thinking his Antidermis would leak out. But Icarax informed her he was now all-organic. A large fight between them then ensued.

Above, an aerial battle was taking place. Lewa tried shooting the Jetrax down, but to no avail. Pohatu pursued the Makuta and used his power over stone to try and stop him, but Antroz managed to shoot the Rockoh down. Lewa then arrived, declaring that only one of them would survive the fight. At this, Antroz taunted the Toa on. However, the Rockoh recovered quickly, and they both charged at the Jetrax, boxing him in. To add to the attack, Kopaka lowered the Jetrax's temperature, causing the engines to die out and forcing Antroz to jump off. But before the Axalara and the Rockoh could collide with the Jetrax, Kopaka made walls of ice to protect them. Kopaka then climbed into the Jetrax.

While Mutran was still waiting for Vican, Antroz appeared in front of him and told him to find a Shadow Matoran to help him and to go help Gorast. Mutran told a Shadow Matoran to help Antroz, and then approached Gorast. She told him to send gibberish telepathically at Icarax to distract him while she would send a message to Vamprah. Mutran sent his nonsensical message, while Gorast sent a plan to Vamprah (who once again had Gavla on his back). Gorast then announced to Icarax that Mata Nui was about to be awakened, and Icarax began to teleport away to stop the Toa. But Gorast used her Felnas to make his power run wild and Vamprah used a sonic scream to send Icarax's atoms all over the universe.

Meanwhile, the Toa Hagah had just learned that Mata Nui was the universe itself and Teridax was about to take over it. "How do we stop him?" said Toa Iruini.

"I will show you how!" Miserix roared. He reared back and hurled attack after attack at the machinery, the chamber walls, the ceiling, doing untold damage. Axonn, the Toa and Keetongu tried to stop him, only to be batted aside. "Let us all die," Miserix continued. "Let the universe burn! I only want Teridax dead!"

"How ... one dimensional of you," Teridax replied.

Before the horrified eyes of the party, Miserix's body began to change. It wavered, grew blurry, the colors seeming to run into each other. There was an explosive release of energy, blinding in its intensity. When the heroes could see again, a picture of Miserix existed on the wall of the chamber, but he himself was gone. Or was he?

"He makes a very unique decoration, does he not?" said Teridax. 

"We'll fight you," said Toa Norik. "We'll find some way."

"You were the first Toa to do so," said Teridax. "No doubt you would find a way ... maybe even a way to win, if I allowed it."

A wave of mental energy struck the six Toa Hagah, but did not seem to harm them. In fact, they seemed quite energized by it, even happy. They turned as a team and headed back out of the chamber, laughing and talking with each other as if this were the best day of their lives.

Helryx watched them go, shocked. "What ... what did you do them?"

"Call it ... mercy," said Teridax. "In their minds, the battle is over – and the forces of 'good' have won. They remember seeing me defeated at their hands, and in the reality they will perceive from now on, there is no Teridax, no rule by Makuta, no Toa and Matoran in peril. All they will see will be peace and happiness wherever they look."

"That's monstrous!" said Axonn. "Toying with their minds – were you afraid to face them in battle?"

Teridax ignored him. "Unfortunately, I cannot do the same to Axonn, or Brutaka, or you, Helryx – your minds are too well shielded. Given time, I could break those shields ... but why waste the energy? And as for Keetongu ... I am on the verge of becoming a Great Spirit. I have no time for pets."

"You are tampering with fate," Brutaka warned. "And you will be punished."

"But not by you, and not today," Teridax replied.

Brutaka winked out of existence, followed by Axonn, then Keetongu. Only Helryx remained.

"Do not worry, they are not dead," said Teridax. "Merely teleported to the southern edge of this universe, to lands so dangerous even Makuta never dared travel to them. You will see them again, I am sure ... if they survive."

"And what of me?" said Helryx. "Will you banish me, too?"

"No," said Teridax. "You see, Mata Nui's great failing is that he had no one to share his thoughts with, no one with whom he could communicate. He did not have a 'friend,' for want of a better term. I will not make that mistake. You will remain here, Helryx, where all your needs will be met ... and you will share in the brilliant darkness that is my mind. My plans, my dreams, my hopes, I will share with you ... for at least as long as your sanity remains intact."

Anyone else would have been filled with dread at Teridax's words, but not Helryx. She saw an opportunuity. She would be alive, her memories would be her own, and she would be in the center of Teridax’s thoughts. Right then, she made a vow – she would not break. She would not crumble before the weight of his darkness. No matter what, she would defy him, and somehow find a way to help others do the same. 

"This isn't over," she said quietly. "You know that, don't you, Teridax? No matter what your power, no matter what you can do to us all ... this isn't over."

"Of course it isn't," Teridax answered. "How boring it would be if it was."

Meanwhile, Takanuva and the accompanying Matoran had found the Klakk. Radiak, spotting it, threw a shadow bolt at it. Though he missed, the creature was provoked into a emitting a loud cry which stunned Radiak and turned him back into an Av-Matoran. Tanma was skeptical in spite of Radiak's behavior but when questioned, Radiak told them that the Makuta wanted Mata Nui awake and to then kill the Toa Nuva and convert the remaining Av-Matoran to darkness. Takanuva told the Matoran to gather the Shadow Matoran, cure them and then leave Karda Nui, because of the impending storm. Vican, Tanma, Photok, Solek, and Radiak left. But Krika heard this, and went off to tell the other Makuta.

Shortly after the Matoran left him, Takanuva was attacked with shadow bolts from Chirox and Bitil, who used his mask power to create six duplicates of himself. The Toa of Light furiously attacked Chirox, using his power over light to create a hole in the Makuta's armor, not noticing that one of Bitil's copies was about to hit him. Kopaka, in the Jetrax, struck Bitil with bursts of energy, causing him to lose his concentration and the duplicates to disappear. Takanuva, however, giving into battle rage and his shadow side, continued to wreak vengeance on Chirox, tearing Kirop from his back to the swamp below. Fed up of this, Kopaka caught Kirop as the Matoran fell, and stopped Takanuva, managing to calm his fellow Toa down. Takanuva informed Kopaka of what Radiak had told him and the Toa of Ice left to notify the other Toa.

Inside the Codrex, Onua left to join his fellow Toa outside. After the Toa of Earth left, Tahu confessed how he had tricked the others into the canisters those thousands of years ago, having recalled his memories, and apologized to Gali who forgave him. The Toa pondered over the question of how to escape after the energy storms began. Then they remembered that they could leave Karda Nui by using the vehicles. Tahu flew off to fight the Makuta, while Toa Ignika prepared to sacrifice himself.

All the Matoran had regained their light. The only one left was Gavla. Grabbing her and getting into the Klakk's way, Takanuva restored her and himself back to normal. However, Gavla wished that she were still a Shadow Matoran as she felt more at home with the Makuta than among her fellow Matoran. She went with the other Matoran anyway, and they left through a portal to travel to Metru Nui.

Meanwhile, Krika was trying to warn the other Makuta about the storm. But before Tahu could save him or the Makuta could hear what he was saying, Gorast used her Felnas to make his intangibility power go wild. He was destroyed instantly as his out-of-control powers made him cease to exist.

It took the Mahri a long time to make it back from Artidax back to Metru Nui. Jaller's first thought upon arriving is that it had been way too long. Metru Nui was under attack. At first, he thought that was Metru Nui; it was surrounded by high walls with weapons mounted at the top of them, weapons belching fire and smoke at the attackers. The walls were manned by warriors of all sorts, none of which Jaller recognized. Wait, check that. The berserker battling three opponents at once looked a lot like Hewkii.

"What's going on?" said Nuparu. "Looks like we've walked into a full-scale war."

"It's been going on for a while," said Hahli, "but I think it's come home."

It was an awesome sight. Ships flying the banner of the Brotherhood of Makuta ringed the island-city, flying Rahkshi were assaulting from every direction, firing bolts of energy from their staffs while others pounded on the walls. In one section, a portion of the wall had already crumbled, and warriors fought in the gap, trying to keep the invaders out.

"They're breaking through!" shouted Nuparu.

"Let's go," said Jaller. "We stand or fall with our city."

The three Toa hit the gap from behind, using Fire, Water, and Earth to tear through the ranks of Rahkshi. They made it through the wall of the city. Beyond the ranks of Order of Mata Nui agents, they spotted a Turaga manning barricades.

Jaller rushed up to Vakama. "Turaga, what's happening, how did this battle begin?"

"We can thank the Order for that," Vakama replied. "Now our problem is how to end it before the city is destroyed."

"The Mask of Time," said Hahli. "Can one of us use it to, I don't know, slow down the Rahkshi somehow?"

"I wish you could," said Vakama, "but the mask is gone, stolen by a Dark Hunter. He made the gap in the wall you came through."

Jaller looked around. In his days as captain of the Ta-Koro Guard, he had learned a thing or two about battle strategy. A quick glance was enough to tell him that the Order had badly underestimated the ferocity of the Makuta attack. The Rahkshi had already gained the tops of the walls in three or four places, and in one southern section, had made it inside the walls as well. As he watched, the defenders of the wall fell back, and the invaders began pouring through.

"We need an edge," said Jaller, "something the Rahkshi wouldn't expect."

"There are more Toa coming, but they won't get here in time," said Vakama. "But there might be one Toa here now who could help us. Listen well..."

*

It was Hahli who found the Toa in question, a Toa of Sonics named Krakua. When he heard Vakama's plan, he looked at her as if she had lost her mind.

"Let me get this straight," he said while blasting Rahkshi with sonic beams. "Vakama wants me to cycle through multiple frequencies until I find the one that will awaken something called the Bohrok?"

"Yes," said Hahli. "We know, well, we suspect, the signal that awakens them is sonic, but we don't know what it is or how to trigger it. If we can awaken the ones under Metru Nui, and if the Rahkshi try to get in their way, well, it might buy us some time for something else we're planning."

"All right, I'll try," said Krakua. "No promises."

*

Inside the Codrex, Toa Ignika sacrificed himself, channeling energy into the Great Spirit. Thunderstruck, Gali witnessed this, and saw something pouring into the mask, though she did not know what and could not stop it. 

*

In Metru Nui, Hahlis next move was to be using her power to disturb the ocean to try to wreck the Makuta ships. But before she could do so, everything changed all around her. The stars brightened overhead, the breeze turned warm, the earth shook in a gentle tremor. She didn't know how, but somehow she was certain: the Great Spirit had awakened.

Outside the very powerful energy storms began. The Makuta realized that Teridax had betrayed them and tried fruitlessly to escape, save Gorast who was stunned and driven mad by this treachery. The Toa Nuva climbed onto the vehicles and rode out of the caves as fast as they could, while all the Makuta were killed in the storms. The Toa escaped just in time with their flying vehicles.

Beyond the city walls, a storm rose, tossing the Makuta fleet about like toys. Yet that did nothing to deter the Rahkshi, who kept on coming. They had broken through the walls in four places and were rampaging through Ta-Metru. Nothing could stop them, it seemed. At least until the ground erupted in front of them and a horde of Bohrok emerged. It was not a large number, only those specimens that were asleep in the Archives and the small nest below it, but it was enough. The Rahkshi attacked immediately, and the Bohrok responded. The two sides were locked in combat, and as they fought, the Mahri and the Order agents picked off Rahkshi at will. The battle seesawed back and forth, with the Rahkshi never realizing that all the Bohrok wanted was to get to the island of Mata Nui. Had the Rahkshi just gotten out of their way, the fight would have been over.

The city slowly shook from a series of explosions, an Order agent from atop the walls yelled "Fliers! Incoming!" Hahli looked up to see three incredibly fast aircraft soar over the city, bank as one, and head back to where the ships waited. One slowed and dipped its wing to her, and she recognized Pohatu in the pilot's seat. The Toa Nuva had come home.

Pohatu flew his vessel back out of the city to finish off the ships. Meanwhile, Lewa and Kopaka dove, peppering the Rahkshi with blasts of Light. The sight seemed to rally the city's defenders, who surged back toward the gaps in the walls, led by Jaller and Hewkii, they drove the Rahkshi back.

Finally, the storm was over. The Brotherhood ships had gone to the bottom of the Silver Sea, the walls around the city had been battered down, but the rubble was littered with dead Kraata and shattered Rahkshi armor. Those of the invaders that were intact had flown away, provided they could escape the blasters of the Jetrax, Rockoh, and Axalara. Metru Nui was safe, and as the Toa Nuva confirmed, the Great Spirit had awakened. The power of the Brotherhood of Makuta was broken for all time. Turaga Dume and Turaga Vakama appeared side-by-side to announce that tomorrow would be a city-wide day of celebration in the Coliseum.

But Hahli did not feel like celebrating, even now. She could not help but remember Matoro, who had given his life that Mata Nui might live. And despite all the wounded and the dying among the defenders, she could not help but feel it had all been a little too ... easy. True, there had been some unexpected help: the airships, the Bohrok, the storm. But they had faced an army of Rahkshi. Something told her they should not have won, at least not with so much of the city still intact. She smiled. Turaga Nokama would have chided her for worrying so much. No matter how things seemed, the Great Spirit was awake for the first time in over one thousand years. Light had triumphed over darkness, hadn't it? The Toa had achieved their destiny and saved the universe, hadn't they? And that meant all was well again; nothing very bad could happen now, could it?

Hahli turned to head toward Ga-Metru, humming a song Nokama had once taught her. One written long ago that spoke of hope for tomorrow. Perhaps, if not for the music, she might have heard the sound of dark laughter on the wind.

Teridax’s Reign and Adventures on Bara Magna

Tahu Nuva stood in the center of the great Coliseum of Metru Nui, listening to the cheers of over a thousand Matoran, among them Tanma and the Matoran of Light. Beside him stood his teammates, and nearby were Takanuva and the surviving members of the Toa Mahri. All of them could not help feeling a surge of pride in this moment – even Kopaka was smiling.

After so much struggle, so many battles won and lost, at last the quest was over. It had been dangerously close, but they had been succesful. The Great Spirit was awake, the core of the universe had been cleansed of the Makuta, and balance had been restored to the universe. While none of them had seen the Mask of Life since their escape, they felt sure its countdown to destruction had stopped.

“Now this is what I’m speak-talking about”, said Lewa. “This is being a Toa-hero!”

“I’m just glad we all survived”, said  Gali, glancing over at the Mahri. Somehow, their team seemed so incomplete without the presence of Toa Matoro, who had given his life to save the universe.

“I never doubted it”, said Lewa, smiling. “As soon as we got there and saw those dark-bat losers, I knew it would be as easy as taming a Gukko bird.”

“Oh, really?” said Kopaka. “Funny, you didn’t seem that confident when you were trying to figure out how to steer the Axalara.”

“Yeah, how many stalactites did you crash into? Three? Four?” laughed Pohatu.

“Quiet”, said Gali. “Turaga Dume is about to speak.”

The wise Turaga stood in his box high above and looked out over the assembled crowd of Toa and Matoran. For a moment, he was overcome with emotion and could not speak. Then, at last, he found his voice.

“My friends, we are gathered here today for a great celebration”, he began. “But we must do more than honor the heroes who stand before us. We must use this time to remember all who have given their lives to bring us to this point. Toa Matoro, Toa Lhikan, and hundreds of other Toa whose names we may never know fought and died to keep the Brotherhood of Makuta from victory. Without their efforts, none of us would be standing here today. Without their light, shadow would rule the land.”

There was a long moment of silence, then Dume spoke again. “Over one thousand years ago, the Makuta struck at the Great Spirit, casting him into a deep slumber and robbing us of his protection and guidance. For this crime, they have paid the ultimate penalty. Now, at last, we are free of them, forever.”

The cheers began again then, rocking the very structure of the Coliseum. Dume made no effort to quiet the crowd. He knew this was an outpouring of happiness that was long overdue.

When the noise had finally sudsided, he raised his staff of office and gestured toward the Toa Nuva. “We have emerged from the darkness and into the light. And we have the six heroes who stand before us to thank on this great day –“

His words were cut off by a fleeting shadow that passed over the twin moons and an ice-cold breeze that cut through the Coliseum. Tahu glanced at Gali, confused and troubled. They had all felt something like this before, but never expected to feel it again.

“Look!” said Kopaka, pointing up to the sky. “The stars! Look what’s happening to the stars!”

High above, the stars of Metru Nui were darting across the sky, spinning wildly. It looked as if the universe itself was being undone and remade at the same time. Slowly, the stars began to realign, coming to rest in a pattern both bizarre and horribly familiar. From random stars in the skies, they had arranged themselves into a shape – and it was the shape of the Mask of Shadows.

“This is impossible”, said Tahu. “Why would the stars shift to look like Makuta’s mask? Unless...”

“No”, said Onua. “No, it couldn’t be.”

“What does it mean? What can it mean?” asked Gali.

“I think I can guess”, Kopaka answered. “Radiak said the Makuta wanted Mata Nui to be awakened, but we could not guess why. Now Great Beings protect us if I am right about what has happened...”

The reply came from everywhere at once. A dark, humorless laugh boomed from every stone, every star, from the ground, the sky, the ocean. Matoran huddled together in fear at the sound even as the Toa drew their weapons.

“Makuta!” shouted Tahu. “We thought you were destroyed, but if we were mistaken, we are ready to correct that mistake! Show yourself!”

The reply came in a rumble of thunder. “Show myself, you insignificant flea? Look around, Toa Tahu – I am everywhere. I am everything you see.”

“What new crime have you dared commit?” yelled Turaga Dume.

“No crime, wise one”, answered Makuta, his voice as soft as the breeze that heralds a storm. “Your heroes brought Mata Nui back from death... but before his spirit could return to his body, mine slipped in and took its place. And so when the Toa Nuva awakened Mata Nui, they awakened his body... with my mind.”

“We have fought you before”, said Kopaka, “and we will do so again!”

Makuta chuckled, sending a tremor through the Coliseum. “Will you fight the air you breathe, Toa? The ground you walk on? Understand – I no longer need to battle you in hopes of ruling the universe. I am the universe. Of course, you do have one hope”, continued the Master of Shadows. “Mata Nui himself. Too bad for you that I have banished his spirit into the Mask of Life and now...”

The ground shook violently as a surge of energy flowed through all existence. “Now I have banished the mask from this universe. I hope you have enjoyed your fleeting moments of happiness, Toa... they are the last you will know for an eternity to come.”

And somewhere in the endless void between here and there, the Mask of Life flew. Free of the bounds of the Matoran universe, it had turned from silver back to gold once more. It carried within it the mind and spirit of Mata Nui, on a journey whose destination no one could know. But if anyone were able to hear the being within the mask, one statement would have been clear, ringing through the void like the tolling of a bell: “I will return”.

*

Meanwhile, on the desert planet of Bara Magna, the Agori Berix departed from his village of Tajun journeying on one of his many salvage expeditions. Searching for armor which he could use in the arenas, in order to fight alongside the Glatorian, the Agori instead came across a piece of paper bearing the name Certavus. He stowed the parchment in his bag for safe keeping, and returned to his village. Later on, he traveled with one of the older Glatorian of his village, Tarix, to the Jungle Tribe living in Tesara, where Tarix trained with their rookie Glatorian, Gresh.

Tarix won the practice match, commenting to Gresh afterward that he should learn to use a different fighting style instead of the same one over and over. Berix overheard Gresh promising to find a new set of moves that would help him win. Berix in response gave him the page he had discovered and offered to show Gresh where he had found the piece of paper, which Gresh identified as being part of the Book of Certavus. In exchange Gresh would be used as guard service while the Agori searched for useful parts and armor. The Glatorian agreed.

Later on their journey, the pair encountered a pack of Vorox, who eventually forced them to take shelter in the abandoned training arena, which was their original destination. While hiding, Berix accidentally scared one of the Vorox with a practice dummy, who had secretly tunneled into the arena. Gresh was inspired by this, and came up with the Idea to rig a number of them on the roof of the building. When the sun rose the next day, the Vorox again attempted to attack the arena, only to be frightened off by Gresh's scarecrows. As they turned to leave, Berix discovered the Book of Certavus, and offered it to Gresh, but the Glatorian had learned a lesson, and declined.

*

In Metru Nui,soon after Teridax had announced his dominance over the Matoran Universe, Tahu was injured, and Gali went missing. Onua suggested that they regroup deep in the Archives, for a large group of Rahkshi had been chasing the Toa Nuva.

Later, Kopaka and Lewa found Gali, and they, along with a large amount of Matoran, took refuge in a chamber underground. The Turaga searched the Archives and found Krahka to assist them in escaping Metru Nui. She aided them, and the group fled to Stelt. 

*

Berix once again journeyed out into the Wastelands to search for useful armor. While scavenging, he encountered the Bone Hunter, Fero, and his Rock Steed, Skirmix. The Bone Hunter quickly overtook the Agori and was about to kill Berix when suddenly stopped by three Glatorian, Gresh, Strakk, and Tarix. After Fero and Skirmix fled, Berix thanked the trio of Glatorian, and informed them that he did not have payment for their service. Gresh and Tarix, though Strakk complained, reassured the Agori that payment was not necessary when it came to saving lives. The group was then attacked by a few Vorox who fought viciously. They retreated however, under the command of the exiled Glatorian, Malum.

Berix left the three warriors then, as they continued into Vulcanus for a match between Gresh and a Skrall. The winner of the battle would win an oasis which both the Jungle Tribe and the Rock Tribe claimed was theirs. While Gresh held out longer than most, the Skrall was victorious and after the fight, proceeded to attack the defeated Gresh. Before this could happen, Tarix interfered and reminded the Skrall of his punishment for wounding or killing a warrior after his concession.

*

In Stelt, the Toa Nuva met up with Order of Mata Nui member Trinuma. Tahu then came up with a plan against Teridax, knowing that if it failed, the universe would be cast into an endless reign of shadows.

*

The Skrall secretly met a mysterious figure in a cavern later, who informed him that a trade caravan was departing from Tajun in a week's time. The being deduced that if the Bone Hunters were to raid it, Tajun would go hungry in the season and would have to fight over other villages for resources, battles which, according to the figure, Tajun would lose. The result would be easy prey for the Skrall if they wished to take over Tajun. The Skrall then left, and returned to the village of Roxtus. There, the Skrall informed his leader, Tuma, about what he had learned. Tuma then gave instructions to the Skrall, and declared that one day the Skrall would rise and conquer all of Bara Magna.

*

Pohatu and Takanuva journeyed to Destral. Pohatu was occupied searching for weapons, but Takanuva was combing the ruins of this fortress looking for whatever the Makuta used to teleport Destral from place to place in hope of getting to return to some of the other dimensions he had visited in past days. 

The Rahkshi overran Odina, but the Dark Hunters were in Xia at the time.

Takanuva found the teleporting device and sent for Nuparu, but it turned out to be useless. 

Gali elected to stay behind in Metru Nui to investigate the Great Beings history in the Great Temple. Onua, too, remained to fortify the Archives.. A troop of Ta-Matoran staged a break-out, evaded capture by the Rahkshi, and fled through the Bohrok tunnels toward the island of Mata Nui. However, no word was received from them.

*

Tuma woke with a start. Sleep had been welcome, but the dreams it had brought had done nothing to soothe his spirit. Now he sat up in his darkened chamber, staring out the window at the starlit sky of Bara Magna.

He had never been one for deep thoughts, doubts, or reflection. His class within Skrall society – those intended by nature to be leaders and the fiercest of warriors – did not place great value on looking inward or backward. Life was simple: move ahead, conquer, secure what you have taken, and then move on. It was this which had made the Skrall such feared warriors in the great war, and which helped them to survive as a tribe after the Shattering.

Cut off from their homeland after that global disaster, the Skrall resolved to tame the lands in which they found themselves – the volcanic, unstable, and dangerous territory north of the Black Spike Mountains. Although some parts of it remained too treacherous even for them to explore even after tens of thousands of years, they became the undisputed masters of their empire.

Then everything changed. A new breed of warriors appeared, silent, lethal shapeshifters who struck from thin air and then vanished again. Skrall warriors died by the score, as did the other members of Tuma's class until only he remained to lead the tribe. Although it went against his nature, Tuma finally assembled the Skrall army and the rock Agori and led them south through the Black Spikes to new territories and safety.

Tuma got up and walked out of his shelter. Even in the middle of the night, the city of Roxtus was busy. Skrall patrols were constantly on the move, while bone hunters rode up to the gates with captive Glatorian and Vorox to sell. Agori prisoners taken in the desert were hard at work building new walls and repairing Skrall weapons and armor. The work never stopped ... it couldn't be allowed to, Tuma knew.

He had learned many things during those last battles, when fighting raged from the Maze Valley to the very heart of the Skrall camps. His people could never hold too much territory, be too well defended, or hesitate even a moment in their march of conquest. Although the desert had little to offer in terms of resources, it did grant its owner one thing every leader wanted – space in which to fight. And one day they would fight again, Tuma was certain ... one day, the things that stalked the northern mountains would follow them here.

For now, though, he could focus his attentions to the south. The villages of Bara Magna were scattered, their relations with each ranging from indifferent to tense. It was doubtful they would be able to mount much resistance if the Skrall attacked now, but "doubtful" was not good enough. Tuma was not going to risk a two-front war, with the Glatorian and Agori in front of him and his other enemies behind. When the Skrall were ready to strike, Bara Magna must be ready to fall.

The leader of a Skrall patrol appeared before him. Tuma eyed him for a moment, noting the damage to his sword and shield. The warrior had seen combat this night.

"Report," snapped Tuma.

"Bone hunter attacks have isolated Tajun," said the Skrall. "Your representative has met with the hunters to argue against their plans for a raid on Vulcanus."

Tuma smiled. "And so guarantees the bone hunters will go ahead with it. Very good. And have their plans been drawn up?"

The Skrall nodded and produced a roll of parchment from his pack. He handed it to Tuma, who unrolled it and scanned its contents. After a moment, he looked back at the warrior. "The bone hunters do not know we have this copy?"

"No, leader," said the Skrall.

"You realize, if I find out you are lying ... or even mistaken ... your head will decorate the walls of Roxtus?"

"Yes, leader."

"Who did you battle tonight?" asked Tuma.

"A Glatorian from the fire village and a pack of Vorox, leader," reported the Skrall. "We had paused our rock steeds north of the Skrall River when we were attacked."

"You killed them all, of course," Tuma replied.

The Skrall did not answer. 

Tuma's eyes narrowed. "Why not?"

"They vanished into the sand."

Tuma leaned in close. "Glatorian do not vanish into desert dunes, warrior. Why do I not see the crimson one's armor and sword among your gear?"

The Skrall said nothing. He didn't have to. Tuma knew who he had encountered in the desert – Malum, exiled from the village of Vulcanus, now afflicted with desert madness and living with the Vorox. Malum was the most dangerous kind of warrior – one who did not fear death, for it would seem a comfort compared to the life he lived now. He could be a fierce enemy ... which meant he could also be a valuable ally.

"Get fresh rock steeds," Tuma ordered, "and take a dozen warriors. I want Malum brought here to me, alive. Do not return without him ... I am sure you remember the fate of the last patrol that failed me."

The Skrall nodded. The patrol assigned to find the book of Certavus among the western ruins had come back empty-handed. They had been reassigned to punishment duty, feeding the two-headed Spikit in their pens. Spikit being as they were, the feeders inevitably wound up also being the food.

"It will be done," said the Skrall warrior.

Tuma nodded once, a sign of dismissal. As the warrior left, Tuma turned and gazed at the northern sky. Despite how well everything was falling into place, he still felt uneasy. For a moment, he imagined he could hear the shouts of long-dead Skrall and the sound of the invaders' weapons, as if the battles of his past were being fought again.

''Not now. Not yet'', he said to himself. ''But one day ... after Bara Magna has fallen ... the Skrall will take revenge.''

The Skrall patrol moved out at dawn. Their target, Malum, was living with the bestial Vorox now, and everyone knew Vorox were night hunters. During the day, they would be sleeping beneath the sand and prime targets for an ambush.

Despite this, there was a grim silence among the members of the unit. Of all the tribes on Bara Magna, only the Vorox showed no fear of Skrall. Maybe it was because their savage brains were too dull to know fear. Or maybe it was because, living their lives in the wasteland as they did, the prospect of death simply held no terror for them.

The leader of the patrol kept his eyes trained on the dunes ahead. Vorox were notoriously good at covering signs of their presence, when they felt the need to do so, but a good tracker could still spot where they had been. Their tunnels left a telltale disturbance in the sand, as if a miniature cyclone had touched down. Sighting such a thing didn't mean there were Vorox right below ground, since they might have gone down one hole and emerged from another. But a fresh cluster of signs, as yet undisturbed by the wind, meant a good chance Vorox were somewhere nearby. And where they were, Malum would not be far away.

He spotted something up ahead. It looked like roughly a dozen tunnels had been made in a patch of sand beneath an outcropping. It was hard to tell how recent they were, as the rock would have protected them some from the wind, but it was the first sign the Skrall had seen. Even more interesting, there was a natural cave in the slope nearby. Shelter for Malum, perhaps, during the heat of the day?

The patrol leader held up a hand to stop the march. He gestured for half the troop to surround the tunnel entrances, and the others to stay back with him. It was time to set the trap.

Half a dozen Skrall rode up to the outcropping. Once they were there, they kept moving, pacing their rock steeds back and forth across the sand. If there were Vorox down there, they would sense the vibrations in the ground. Regardless of whether they thought what they heard was a potential meal or the presence of an enemy – often the same thing – they would come up to investigate.

Naturally, they would not come up the same way they went down. They would spring out of the sand behind the intruders and try to take them by surprise. That was why half the patrol had hung back, keeping their mounts perfectly still. Two could play at the ambush game.

The Skrall waited. Five minutes. Ten.

Twenty. Some of the warriors were starting to wonder if the Vorox were long gone from this place.

They got their answer, but not in the way they had expected. The ground suddenly opened up beneath the reserve Skrall, sending them and their mounts tumbling down into a pit. The Skrall near the outcropping turned and rode toward their comrades, just as two dozen Vorox emerged from their original tunnels. Howling, they hurled crude swords and spear at the backs of the Skrall riders. One spear found its mark in the side of a rock steed, sending mount and rider tumbling down into the sand. The Vorox were on the unfortunate warrior before he could rise, insuring that he never would again.

Malum appeared at the entrance to the cave, watching the carnage with a smile on his face. After the events of the night before, only a fool wouldn't have expected Skrall retaliation. He'd had the Vorox leave just enough traces to lure the patrol in, without making it so obvious that they would suspect a trap.

The Skrall patrol leader and his warriors had managed to scramble out of the pit, leaving their rock steeds behind. Dropping to one knee, they took aim with their Thornax launchers and fired. The explosive, spiked spheres sailed into the ranks of the Vorox, felling a number of the beasts. The still mounted Skrall turned in the saddle and fired a volley of their own, scattering their attackers.

Regrouping, the Skrall made ready to charge. That was when they heard a chorus of growls coming from behind. At least 50 Vorox had sprung out of the sand some 500 yards behind them. The patrol leader wasted no time, ordering the Skrall on foot to join their comrades on their rock steeds. Then they charged, leaving the small army of Vorox in the dust and headed right for the battered first wave and Malum.

"Aim high!" the patrol leader yelled.

The Skrall rode into the midst of the Vorox, striking at them with their blades. The Skrall mounted behind fired their launchers at the rocks above Malum's cave. Their shots brought down a rockslide on the ex-Glatorian, pinning him beneath a pile of stone. Behind them, the mob of Vorox was closing in.

The Skrall upon whose rock steed the patrol leader rode slumped over and fell from the mount, a Vorox sword having struck him down. The leader grabbed the reins and urged the steed up into the rocks. Reaching the point where Malum was trapped, he coolly dismounted and aimed his launcher at the Glatorian's head.

"Back to your holes," he shouted at the Vorox, "or he dies."

The beasts might or might not have understood the words – the Skrall weren't sure. But they knew what they were seeing and they comprehended the tone. The Vorox didn't retreat, but they didn't keep attacking, either. They simply stopped and waited.

"We strike now," said one of the Skrall warriors. "Make them pay for what they have done."

"They are vermin, no better than scarabax beetles," said another. "Exterminate them all."

The patrol leader agreed. He hated Vorox. They were too unpredictable and too dangerous to leave alive. But he had his orders: bring Malum back to the city of Roxtus, alive. There would be time enough later to satisfy the need for vengeance and wipe out the Vorox.

"Enough," he commanded. Reaching down, he grabbed the unconscious Malum by the throat and hauled him out from under the pile of rubble. "We have what we came for. Malum will face Tuma's justice ... and so will all these beasts, in time."

Throwing Malum's body over his rock steed, the patrol leader mounted up. Once they realized what was happening, some of the Vorox moved to attack, only to be cut down by Skrall Thornax. The rest backed away. Was it sadness in their eyes as they saw the Skrall riding away with their leader? Could beasts of the desert feel such an emotion? Or was it dread of the day the Skrall would return, for all of them?

No one ... perhaps not even the Vorox themselves ... could say.

The first thing Malum saw when he opened his eyes was a pair of Vorox. His first thought was that all of it – the attack by the Skrall, his capture – had been a bad dream. He had certainly had plenty of those lately.

But, no – these Vorox were in chains. Being desert dwellers, the Vorox hated any kind of confinement. It was sheer torture for them. Malum had no doubt that a Vorox penned in too long would simply lose the will to live. Rage grew in his heart for whoever had shackled these "beasts," and he already knew who that was: the Skrall.

He looked up to see two of that hated species standing over him. One was a warrior, like those who had attacked his camp. The other was much taller, clad in green and black armor, and obviously in command.

"I am Tuma," said the leader. "And you are Malum, disgraced Glatorian and friend to... the animals."

"You are the trash of the desert," Malum growled. "And I am the one who will celebrate at your grave."

The Skrall warrior walked over to where Malum lay and kicked him in the side.

"That's no way to talk," said Tuma. "I brought you here to have a conversation."

Malum got painfully to his feet. His wrists and ankles were surprisingly not shackled. Tuma had a great deal of confidence, it seemed.

"You brought me here for revenge," said the ex-Glatorian. "My people bloodied yours and you can't stand that."

The warrior moved to strike Malum again, but Tuma stopped him. "Stand down. You are... half-right, Malum. Your Vorox have proven to be an annoyance lately. But killing you, though no doubt a great deal of fun, would not change that. Believe me, if I wanted you dead, even your pets would be unable to find all the pieces."

Malum looked around. He was in the city of Roxtus, filled with rock Agori and Skrall troops. The place was notorious for welcoming Glatorian inside and then never letting them leave. He could see Agori guards all along the walls and Skrall patrols entering and leaving at a constant pace. It was not a spot one dropped by for a visit.

"Then why am I here?"

"You control the Vorox," said Tuma, gesturing to the pathetic, chained creatures. "They do what you command. That makes you a threat... or a potentially valuable ally. But before we could make any arrangement with you, we would have to see proof that you really can make these beasts do what you say."

"And if I refuse?" asked Malum, already sure of the answer.

Tuma smiled. On him, it was an ugly expression. "Then we send you back to your friends, of course... so they can have a funeral, or whatever ritual they do to honor the dead."

"That's what I thought," Malum replied.

The Skrall had it all wrong, of course. They assumed he had some mysterious power to control the Vorox, but he did not. He had won dominance of the pack by defeating its previous leader in single combat. As long as he led them to food and water and kept them away from unnecessary danger – in other words, as long as he was an effective pack leader – they would follow him. But they did it as free beings, not as slaves. The Skrall, he knew, did not want allies – they wanted soldiers they could sacrifice without hesitation.

"Take him to the arena," Tuma ordered. The Skrall warrior grabbed Malum roughly by the arm and dragged him to the Glatorian arena in the center of the large settlement. Chained against the far wall were two more Vorox, both members of Malum's own pack. A plan began to form in his mind, but it would depend on a great many unknown factors. How hungry and desperate were the Vorox? Too far gone to remember him? Would they understand what he was trying to do?

A half dozen Skrall warriors appeared, ringing the sides of the arena. A seventh took a position in a box behind the Vorox. At Tuma's signal, he released the chains that held the beasts prisoner.

The two Vorox charged toward Malum. He could tell even from a distance they had been mistreated. They were eager for prey, and might not care who or what it would be. But he stood his ground, making direct eye contact with first one Vorox, then the other. Then he raised his right arm and brought it down slowly, all the while giving a low whistle.

The Vorox slowed, then stopped completely. They sank down to all fours and looked up at Malum, expectantly. To the Skrall watching, it looked like a miracle: two savage beasts tamed in an instant.

"It's really quite easy, once you gain their respect," Malum said, never taking his eyes off the Vorox. "Judging from their wounds, I would say they at least respect your capacity to inflict punishment."

"My warriors could be trained to do this?" asked Tuma. The Vorox had been a problem ever since the Skrall started capturing them. Now and then, they broke loose and did a lot of damage before they could be subdued or killed.

"They have seen me do it," Malum answered. "I am sure they could it themselves now."

The six Skrall warriors advanced on the beasts, who remained motionless at their approach. "Let them go," Tuma said to Malum.

Malum gave a short, sharp whistle. The Vorox sprang to life, wild again. The Skrall grabbed them immediately and dragged them back to the other end of the arena, struggling to hold them still. Tuma ordered the Skrall who had kicked Malum forward. He would be the lucky one to show his newfound mastery of the Vorox.

At Tuma's signal, the other warriors released their bestial captives. The Vorox charged toward the lone warrior who waited for them. In a perfect imitation of Malum's action, the Skrall raised and lowered his arm while whistling in just the same tone as he had heard. The effect was stunning, at least to him.

The Vorox didn't stop. They didn't even slow down. They struck the Skrall like twin avalanches, and once he was down, headed for Tuma. Malum took advantage of the confusion to snatch up the fallen warrior's weapon. He sprang out of the arena and shattered the chains holding another pair of Vorox with one swing.

"This way, brothers!" he yelled, charging for the gate.

The Vorox fell back and started after him, the Skrall in pursuit. The Agori at the gate, seeing a crazed Malum and four Vorox headed for them, wisely dove out of the way. A Thornax blast took out one of the Vorox, and another blast wounded a second. But Malum and the surviving two made it through the gate and out into the desert.

Tuma angrily got to his feet, ignoring the wounds inflicted by the Vorox. "After them! Drag them back here!" he shouted.

The Skrall would dutifully fan out into the desert in search of the escapees, but they would not find them. The Vorox network of tunnels extended even here, and Malum and his two pack mates had found refuge underground. When night fell, they would emerge and start the long trek back home.

''The desert is a place of extremes'', Malum said to himself. ''Blazing heat, chilling cold, fierce loyalty... and deep hatred. The Skrall won't forget this day... and to their bitter regret, neither will I''.

Meanwhile, a trade caravan departing Tajun was raided by Bone Hunters, and the Bone Hunters stood up their raids on Vulcanus. A wandering Agori was contacted by Raanu to help get Glatorian to defend Vulcanus. Talking to Malum in the Wastelands, the ex-Glatorian gave the Agori materials to gain the Vorox as allies. After giving Thornax Stew to a Zesk, it marked him as a Sand Tribe ally. Using the Stinger Oath, the Agori got a Vorox group to attack the Bone Hunters. Raanu then told the Hero Agori to go to other villages to get more help. Tarduk found the Agori, and was given an Ancient Scroll in exchange for leading the Agori to Gresh. Gresh gave the Agori his seal that he'll defend Vulcanus. In Tajun, the Agori constructed a spear for Berix to secure Tajun's reputation. After this, Tarix pledged himself to defend Vulcanus. The Agori gave Metus a Desert Spring Location to get Iconox's Favor to secure Strakk's help. Going to Roxtus, the Agori met with Atakus and a Skrall warrior and won the warrior's help. He then learned of plans for Bone Hunters raiding Vulcanus. The Agori got the highest Honor Badge, and trapped Bone Hunters to take their blades.

The village of Iconox had recently lost a match to Vulcanus. Because of this, they needed to safely transport a trade caravan of Exsidian to the winning village. However, the caravan would have to travel through numerous dangerous territories in order to reach it. The Agori Metus, who was in charge of the proceedings, attempted to persuade the Glatorian of Iconox, Strakk, to accompany it to its goal. But Strakk, after hearing the route of the caravan, vehemently refused, pointing out the huge risks and danger that it would pose. He also cited Metus' lack of trustworthiness, reminding the Agori of several past battles that he participated in and lost. However, Metus still continued to plead the Glatorian for his help and even introduced him to the Glatorian and Agori he had already hired to defend the caravan. Strakk eventually relented and agreed to defend the caravan in exchange for double his usual fee. Although he realized how much it would cost the village, Metus quickly agreed to the terms as the trade caravan desperately needed the help.

After agreeing to the deal, Metus left to inform the tribe leaders of the arrangement. One of the Glatorian, Gresh, recommended heading out as soon as dawn broke but Strakk insisted on adding extra Thornax and weaponry. He reasoned that it would be more useful to have more weapons than to travel more quickly. Disagreeing as they traveled, Gresh and Strakk kept arguing over the better methods of travel as well as dealing with the inevitable Bone Hunter conflicts. Strakk then started questioning the qualifications of their guide, Tarduk. Tarduk admitted that although he had traveled all over Bara Magna in the collection of rare historic items,  he had never traveled along their current route. Kirbold then told Strakk that Tarduk was the only one who had volunteered, given the dangers that the trip would pose. Believing that there were Bone Hunters about, Gresh attempted to quiet the conversation only to find that Strakk was already aware of their presence. He claimed that the only reason they had not been attacked yet was because the Bone Hunters were not aware of contents of their cargo.

As they traveled, Strakk then began to reminiscent over the Shattering and how he came to be stuck on Bara Magna after it. Turning to look back, he then noted that Iconox was not in sight anymore and ordered his Sand Stalker to stop. When the others began to question his actions, he revealed that he never intended to keep the bargain he had made. His plan was to wreck the caravan and split the treasure of the Exsidian between the escort, thus making it look like Bone Hunters had attacked and made off with the cargo. Gresh, however, refused to comply with Strakk's plan and aimed his Thornax Launcher at him, commanding him to keep traveling. As they traveled on, Gresh, Tarduk, and Kirbold discussed the other potential dangers they would face in the coming journey, such as the Sea of Liquid Sand and  other similar areas. Strakk interrupted their conversation and started to complain about the dangers. Gresh then ordered him to keep his eyes open as a lookout to better avoid anything they might encounter. After a while, they eventually reached the base of the Black Spike Mountains. As they were approaching the base, Gresh, out of curiosity, asked Kirbold how he ended up as part of the convoy. Kirbold revealed that he helped mine the Exsidian and thus he wished to see it arrive safely. Satisfied, the Glatorian queried no further.

Upon arriving at a desired spot, the team set up camp until the heat died down. Kirbold soon asked Tarduk what dangers he believed were out there, but the Jungle Agori partially misunderstood him and instead enthusiastically talked of hidden ruins of long-lost civilizations. When the air finally cooled, the convoy set out once again. Mention of a Sand Bat Strakk spied attacking another desert creature then sparked a discussion among the group of the worst type of creature they thought existed. During the debate, Kirbold noticed some Dune Snakes approaching and quickly warned the other members of the caravan. He himself lingered to try and make the Spikit run faster, while the others rode their Sand Stalkers through a gap in the wave of snakes. Edging his Stalker on, Strakk made it through first only to be caught in a patch of quicksand and became quickly trapped.

Quickly thinking, Gresh came up with a plan. Snatching a rope from the caravan, he had his Sand Stalker go in a quick dash, then took a long leap over the quicksand. In mid-air he threw the rope to Strakk and the Glatorian was pulled out while Gresh's Stalker landed. However, the caravan was still threatened by the Dune Snakes and Strakk refused to risk his life to help save it. Knowing that they needed the Ice Glatorian's help, Gresh offered to give him half his pay for the escort job and Strakk readily accepted. They quickly rode their Sand Stalkers past the caravan, and used the noise of their mounts' footfalls to attract the snakes. With the snakes on their trail, they turned to the direction of the quicksand and leaped over it. Ignorant of the trap, the pursuing creatures followed and were led right into the pit of sinking sand. Recovering from this escapade, the group continued onward.

Several hours later, they arrived at the Black Spike Mountains. However, they soon found that the path through was only just wide enough to accept the convoy. As they passed through, Strakk commented that nobody, not even Skrall, fought in the Black Spike Mountains during the Core War, due to the abundance of hidden traps. The mention of Skrall reminded Gresh of his recent defeat in the arena at the hands of a Rock Tribe warrior.

As they were journeying along, Kirbold suddenly cried out, and pointed to three figures on a ridge ahead. Gresh quickly realized they were just armor on sticks and guessed that they were set out by Skrall to deter unwelcome guests. Strakk, however, pointed out that the armor did not belong to the Rock Tribe and guessed that it belonged to dead Glatorian.

They were then surprised by a voice telling them to keep silent. The group turned to see exiled Glatorian, Malum. Kirbold began to worry that he sought to steal their precious cargo, but the ex-Glatorian told the group he just wanted to warn them of an increased Skrall presence in the area.

Meanwhile, in Vulcanus, Raanu was conversing with Metus, having just discovered that the convoy delivering the Exsidian to Vulcanus had to go through the Black Spike Mountains. Raanu warned Metus that if the payment did not arrive, Vulcanus would in turn not honor any goods that Iconox won from them in the arena. Both Agori hoped that the convoy would arrive, for if it did not the Glatorian system would soon break down and a second war would begin.

Back in the Black Spikes, Malum had left the convoy and vanished into the rocks. As the group continued on their way, they heard two calls of a Striker bird, although Gresh and Strakk both suspected the noises were signals rather than genuine bird calls. Deducing that it was a Skrall patrol, Gresh quickly started creating a plan of action, but it was too late. The Skrall came and soon surrounded them.

One of the Skrall announced that traversal of the Mountains was forbidden, and commanded the group to reveal the contents of the caravan. On seeing the cargo of Exsidian, the Skrall patrol leader ordered the metal to be confiscated. However, Gresh lied that the shipment was to accompany an apology from the Ice Tribe to Tuma, and told the Skrall that the Rock Tribe leader would be very angry if the Exsidian arrived without its guardians. Fearing their leader's wrath, the Skrall disarmed the group and rode with the caravan, directing its way to Roxtus.

As they moved along, Gresh grabbed a Exsidian ingot from the shipment and suddenly struck Strakk on the head, stunning the Ice Glatorian. Alerted, several members of their Skrall escort came to investigate. When they approached close enough, Gresh quickly attacked them with more ingots, and grabbed one of their Thornax Launchers. He then fired at the rock walls on both sides of the path, showering the Skrall with an avalanche of stone.

With the Skrall fleeing the rock slide, Gresh had the convoy make a break for it, but rocks were continuously falling into the pathway, hindering their way. Spotting several large boulders rolling towards them, Strakk then snatched the Thornax Launcher from Gresh and opened fire. However, at that point the entire hillside collapsed, and the group dived into the caravan for safety. Gresh quickly shoved a Sand Stalker saddle onto the roof in an desperate attempt to deflect some of the rubble.

Moments later, the caravan was completely buried under the stone. The surviving Skrall approached it and, after realizing that the debris would be impossible to move, the patrol leader ordered that no one speak of the incident. However, before leaving, the Skrall, having no use for them, tossed Gresh and Strakk's weapons onto the rubble.

Strakk awoke to find himself buried and was pulled from the rubble into a tunnel by Gresh, who angrily chastised him for causing an avalanche. Tarduk then explained that during the rockfall, the caravan was pushed against the side of the path, and through a gap in the rock that opened up. They fell through into the tunnel and discovered that the way they originally came through was blocked by debris.

Examining the walls of the tunnel, Tarduk was intrigued to find they were strangely perfectly smooth, and obviously not natural. Kirbold calculated that the tunnel followed roughly the same bearing they had planned to take over ground, so the group set off along the passageway, which was wide enough to admit the caravan. Cautiously, they knew that if the tunnel overshot the Dark Falls, they would end up in the eastern territories. This territory was so filled with danger not even Skrall had never returned from there.

As the group walked along, Tarduk briefly wondered why no wildlife had found its way into the tunnel, which somehow led to him thinking about what it would be like if the tribes of Bara Magna could wield the elements they drew their names from. However, remembering the devastation of the Core War, he decided that it was a good thing that Glatorian like Strakk did not have Elemental Powers.

Suddenly, Gresh spotted symbols on the tunnel wall, sharply highlighted by Tarduk's flaming torch. Tarduk examined them, and announced that he had seen similar characters in ancient ruins. He also deduced that they probably had something to do with the Great Beings. Gresh thought that the symbols were good news, but Kirbold then announced he wanted to go back, claiming he had left a flame torch at home.

Tarduk then began to think about how the inhabitants of Bara Magna accused the Great Beings for being responsible for the Shattering and the fact that he may be able discover something about them. Meanwhile, Strakk and Gresh wondered the reason for the Great Beings to have dug the tunnel. Speculating, Tarduk suggested that they may had left a guard and that they could perhaps ask him for directions. Strakk was skeptical of this, but he was suddenly interrupted by a noise.

Gresh went to check what the noise was, but then found himself in the middle of a swarm of Scarabax Beetles. He managed to escape from them, only to be attacked by a Sand Bat. The Glatorian closed his eyes, preparing for the worse, but suddenly heard the Bat desperately cry out.

Meanwhile, outside the cave, Fero, who wished to avenge a defeat at Vulcanus by Strakk and the other Glatorian, started reminiscing about how he had pursued the Ice Glatorian all the way to the Black Spike Mountains only to be frustrated by the Skrall and the avalanche. However, his Bone Hunter instincts had told him that the Glatorian and the Agori were not dead, but had found shelter in a cave. Fero decided to find another exit to the cave, ambush Strakk and Gresh and kill them.

Inside the cave, Gresh opened his eyes to see the Scarabax flinging themselves onto the Sand Bat, devouring it. When it was over, the swarm dispersed itself.

As the other members of the group reached him, Strakk commented on how Gresh had been stupid when he walked in the midst of the swarm. Kirbold explained that the Scarabax had reacted to the sudden movements the Sand bat was making and had forgotten about Gresh.

However, Strakk reminded them that if the Sand Bat had flown inside, it had to mean that there was another exit.

As the caravan went on, Kirbold spotted sunlight coming out of a narrow slit in the wall. Gresh found a stone which he pressed, hoping to widen the slit. But instead, the mechanism caused the walls to start shrinking.

Tarduk discovered a button along the wall and pressed it, which stopped the walls from closing in. As they emerged from the tunnel, they found the unconscious body of Fero. Immediately after examining him, the group were surrounded by Malum and his Vorox.

Malum explained to the group that the Bone Hunters raided one of his camps and stole his Flame Sword, which was then sold to the Skrall, which he wanted back. He ordered his Vorox to take Kirbold and Tarduk captive, which forced Gresh and Strakk to retrieve his sword from Roxtus in exchange for the Agori's freedom. So the two Glatorian travelled to Roxtus and sneaked past the guards of the city gates by hiding within the caravans entering the gate.

Strakk found a rusty chain on the ground and wrapped it around their hands, pretending to be prisoners. They approached an Agori guard, who was suspicious of them, but Strakk knocked him out. They both walked into a room full of treasure, weapons and a large map of Bara Magna. Strakk considered taking some of the treasure, but thought against it, realizing it would hinder his escape. Soon after he found the sword Malum wanted. He examined it, and realized it had the name "Ackar" inscribed on it, leading him to believe that Malum stole the sword from Ackar.

When Gresh saw the sword, he decided they would return it to its proprietor, but Strakk argued that if they gave it to Malum, he would free the Agori and let them live. 

When Gresh stated they had to get out of Roxtus, Strakk walked to the Spikit pen and released the hungry beasts, using the confusion they created to escape. After knocking Atakus unconscious, they fled in the desert. When they were at a safe distance from the Skrall city, Gresh realized it had been too easy and, while checking the sword, found an object which he remembered seeing on the collars of a group of Agori that had escaped from Roxtus. Realizing it was a transmitter, he crushed it.

As Strakk wondered why Ackar's sword had a transmitter on it, Gresh said that they probably hoped Ackar would come to get it back so that they could capture him.

While talking, the two Glatorian had reached Malum's camp. Gresh stated they had to free the Agori and take the caravan back. The two Glatorian split up. Gresh found some stones emitting light and shattered them, covering his armor with their dust. As he entered the cave where the caravan was and scared the Vorox away, Strakk jumped on the wagon and led it away. As the Vorox pursued, Gresh jumped on the wagon as well, but the beasts rapidly gained ground on the tired Spikit. Strakk led the wagon up on a hill, hoping to hide from the Vorox. However, on the other side he saw the Skrall River, and the Dark Falls, in which the wagon plunged.

In their efforts to escape from Malum and his pack of Vorox, the caravan group accidentally plunged down the Dark Falls. Gresh managed to continue thinking clearly and dove headfirst into the water to avoid excess damage to his body. Despite his effort, however, he had forgotten that the headwaters of the Skrall River were very shallow, and he knocked himself unconscious on a rock at the bottom.

While unconscious, he had a vision in which he was standing on the Sea of Liquid Sand, somehow without sinking. In the vision, Vulcanus was burning, and Agori and Glatorian were ablaze as well, though they seemed not to notice. Malum and his Vorox then attacked, passing through Vulcanus into a group of Bone Hunters and a troop of Skrall, who were watching from the sidelines. Malum eventually initiated their own fight once the other two sides had exhausted one another. A shooting star soon then appeared, and rammed into the planet. A figure then emerged from the resulting crater, initially the size of a Glatorian, but the figure kept on growing. Gresh soon found himself slowly sinking into the sand and called for help, but nobody noticed him. The only one aware of his presence was the giant, who started to call his name.

Gresh then suddenly awoke to find Ackar and Kiina repeating his name. In response to his queries on how they had gotten there, Ackar explained that Raanu had gotten nervous when the cargo did not arrive, and asked for volunteers to go and find out what had happened to the caravan. Both Ackar and Kiina volunteered. Kiina revealed that they had arrived when Strakk had surprisingly fished him out of the river. Gresh was amazed at the selfless act until he found out that Tarduk had offered Strakk half of whatever store of rare artifacts he next found.

Ackar explained that while Gresh was unconscious, the caravan had been broken and the Spikit had run off. Worse still, the cargo of Exsidian was residing at the bottom of the riverbed. Without the wagon, they were unable to transport enough bars, and even if they did have a way they still needed to retrieve them from the river. Tarduk suggested acquiring a second caravan from Iconox, but Kiina informed the group that she knew someone who may be willing to help up north. The Glatorian formulated a plan, using Strakk as the bait.

Following the plan, Strakk traversed across the wastelands, waiting for a Skrall patrol to find him. Despite the improbability of a lost traveler having water, Strakk had refused to leave without a canteen and took a drink from it. Stronius, one of the elite Skrall, soon discovered him and ordered members of his Skrall platoon to return to Roxtus to bring back a wagon. The Skrall returned several hours later with a wagon and a Spikit but also informed Stronius that Tuma did not approve of his plan, although he still allowed it to proceed. Stronius, skeptical of Strakk's claim that he was the only survivor, ordered searches of the river to find the alleged dead bodies of his fellow escorts. Strakk was initially worried by the absence of any sign of his fellow Glatorian, but soon realized that they had hidden themselves thoroughly. Once the Skrall had fished all of the Exsidian out of the river, Stronius aimed his Thornax Launcher on Strakk, and prepared to execute him. Before he could do so, however, Ackar and Kiina unleashed their ambush. The Skrall, realizing the trap, quickly returned fire. Strakk then attempted to flee but was stopped by Kiina. Seeing as he needed a weapon, Kiina handed him her trident to defend himself with. The group was able to successfully repel the Skrall and hijacked the wagon. They attempted to outrace the Skrall, but then spotted Malum and his Vorox up ahead, penning them in.

As the Vorox and the Skrall closed in, Ackar had an idea. He declared the Vorox were their allies, tricking the Skrall, hated enemies of the Vorox, into attacking them. As the Vorox counter-attacked, the caravan fled. Once far from the battle scene, Ackar commented he had not wanted the Vorox to be slaughtered by the Skrall. Malum reached the caravan on a Sand Stalker and accused Ackar of associating with thieves. Gresh proposed to fight over the issue, but, after threatening the Tesaran Glatorian, Malum left.

While heading south toward Vulcanus, Tarduk and Kirbold talked about the route they had taken and compared it to the Dunes of Treason. Kiina approached Ackar to ask him about their being pursued, but they were interrupted by Gresh who noticed a giant crater in the sand and the bodies of Bone Hunters scattered around it. Kiina interrogated a Bone Hunter, who was just able to tell her about a Skopio attack before dying. The team decided to keep going towards Vulcanus, hoping the Skopio was not pursuing.

However, after a few minutes, the earth began to tremble and the Skopio emerged. However, seeing a figure in golden armor riding on it, Ackar realized the beast was actually the Skopio XV-1, driven by the mad Telluris. The Glatorian and Agori fled. To pursue, Telluris folded the legs of his vehicle and activated its tracks. Gresh told everyone to split up, trying to confuse their enemy, but Telluris, seeing Ackar giving orders, went after him. An explosive Thornax threw the veteran Glatorian and his Sand Stalker to the ground and Kiina, seeing his wounded friend, ordered Gresh to take care of him, while she herself, evading the vehicle's fire, managed to jump on the Skopio itself. Back on his steed, Ackar tried to divert Telluris's attention from Kiina, and succeeded in attracting his fire. To stop the vehicle, the two Glatorian took some chunks of Exsidian from the wagon and pushed them between the gears of the Skopio, effectively disabling the vehicle's wheels.

Jumping up to the cockpit, Kiina grabbed Telluris and threatened to throw him over the side. She gave Telluris the choices of killing him and keeping the vehicle for herself, risking shooting the power source of the XV-1 and causing a massive explosion, killing them all, or allowing Telluris to go free and attack the pursuing Skrall. Agreeing to the third option, Kiina threw Telluris over anyway, correctly deducing that after destroying the Skrall, he would be after the seven Agori and Glatorian. Ackar observed that Telluris was still alive, and the group quickly moved on.

The group finally came to Vulcanus. Raanu thanked the team for the help in not starting another war by abandoning the mission. Metus told Strakk he was hoping for a chance to put Strakk and Ackar in an arena battle, and Strakk approved of the idea. Kiina, at the time, pointed out to Gresh the mission was partially a failure, seeing as the new route they had discovered was much too dangerous. Gresh slightly disagreed, and Kiina requested Gresh to be trained under her lead to help improve the rookie's strength, with Gresh agreeing.

Branar cracked his whip and muttered a Skrall curse under his breath. As a named warrior, he was no stranger to dangerous situations or assignments that require he get his armored hands dirty. But his task today was both disgusting and deadly, and the sooner it was finished, the happier he would be.

Tuma insisted on these "Vorox runs" once every month. The object was to drive some captured Vorox north, over the path the Skrall had used to travel to Roxtus the year before. The thinking was that if the shapeshifters who had driven the Skrall out of their original territory were moving south, the Vorox would encounter them along the way. The Vorox would no doubt die in the battle, but Branar might escape to make it back to Roxtus with the news. And if he didn't escape, well, Tuma would learn just as much from his failure to return.

All of which explained why Branar and a Skrall warriors were driving a half dozen savage Vorox along a mountain trail. The twin challenges were keeping the beasts moving and waiting to see if one or more of them would die a horrible death at the hands of the Skrall's old foes. It was hot, it was dusty, and the job was more than likely a waste of time -- combined, it made Branar about as happy as a hungry spikit.

Branar did understand Tuma's worry, of course. He had been one of the first warriors to encounter the shapeshifters, who the Skrall dubbed "Baterra" (an ancient word meaning "silent death"). He had been leading a small patrol out scavenging for supplies in a wooded area. When the two warriors on the flanks failed to respond to hails, he ordered weapons drawn. The baterra appeared out of the darkness, struck, killed three of his troops, then vanished. Branar ordered a return to the fortress and he and one other warrior managed to fight their way back. For bringing word of this strange new enemy back, he was rewarded by Tuma with a name. For a Skrall warrior, there was no greater honor.

It was not the last time Branar would face the baterra, but none of the battles ended in a victory. Skrall were skilled, ruthless, and efficient warriors, but they could not fight a foe that seemed to appear and disappear at will. Despite their best efforts, the Skrall were never able to accomplish the first condition of victory: choosing the time and place of the battle. The baterra attacked when they chose to, sometimes multiple times in a day. Then they might vanish for weeks at a time, letting even under-manned patrols pass right by. It seemed to be impossible to bait them into a trap.

"Watch them!" Branar barked to the Skrall warrior. "One of the Vorox just wandered off the path."

It was a constant problem. Vorox were creatures of the open desert. They hated captivity or being forced to travel one way or the other. Any chance to escape was seized upon. It wasn't unusual to return from one of these missions with fewer Vorox than one had at the start.

The Skrall warrior glanced to his left. The Vorox was just vanishing into the rocks, so still close enough to recapture. A nod from Branar said that the squad leader would keep an eye on the rest of the herd while the escapee was brought back.

Grumbling, the warrior spurred his mount. The three Skrall were riding rock steeds received in trade from a nearby bone hunter troop. Sand stalkers were not the fighters that rock steeds were, and fighters were what might be needed on this trip.

He had just left the path when he heard the Vorox scream. Thornax launcher at the ready, he rode up a steep bank of shale. From that vantage point, he could see the remains of the Vorox scattered among the rocks below. There wasn't much left of the beast. The Skrall swiftly scanned the area. There was no sign of sand bats or other desert predators. Whatever had killed the Vorox was gone.

Or was it? Remembering just what they were out here to find, the Skrall backed his rock steed down to the path, then wheeled and galloped toward Branar. "Contact," he said quietly.

Branar gestured to the Vorox, saying, "Let them go."

The warrior gave a yell and started driving the Vorox off the path. Branar did the same. Dozens of Vorox scrambled up the rocks toward where the suspected baterra was hiding. Branar and the Skrall followed behind, halting at the top of the ridge. They watched the Vorox climb down the slope, scattering in every direction to elude pursuit. But no one was following them, and more importantly, nothing was attacking them. In a matter of moments, free once more, they had all disappeared into the mountains.

Branar's expression darkened. It was either another false alarm or the baterra were playing games again, more likely the former. He turned his head to look at his remaining warrior. In the micro-second it took him to make that movement, the other Skrall was dead. The warrior fell from his saddle with a vicious gash on his back. Of his attacker, there was no sign.

"Baterra," Branar said. "Show yourself."

It was a pointless thing to say and wouldn't make very good last words, he realized. But there was nothing to attack and little point in running. With luck, the other warrior would make it back to warn the city and ...

Branar hesitated. Why was he still alive, he wondered? It had been at least two minutes since the Skrall was killed. Baterra attacked quickly once their presence was known.

Unless ...

Branar spurred his rock steed back down the shale. Nothing tried to stop him. Once back on the path, he started toward Roxtus. His senses were alert for any sign of an attack. But none came. And suddenly he knew why.

''They want us to know they're coming,'' he thought. ''The baterra are so certain we can't stop them that they are giving us warning. They killed my warrior, but not me ... to show they have the power to grant life or death to the Skrall.''

Now the Skrall would face the same choice. Would they fight the baterra, and risk annihilation, or flee again? Only Tuma could make that decision. For the sake of their race, Branar hoped he would make the right one.

*

Tuma sat in his chamber, brooding. The news brought back by Branar had been dire indeed. The baterra were closer than he had imagined they would be, and so his plans for Bara Magna had to be advanced. Already, he had moved up the date for the attack on Atero, and laid out ambitious plans to seize control of the other villages. If all went well, his troops would control all of Bara Magna before the baterra emerged from the Black Spike Mountains. But any organized resistance by the Glatorian and Agori would put his plans in jeopardy.

A rap came on the chamber door. One of his guards entered and said softly, "The one you called is here."

Tuma nodded. The guard withdrew. A moment later, another figure entered the room, one who was not a Skrall. Tuma had been approached by this being some time ago, with an offer to provide useful information on the villages and their defenses as well as to act as a go-between for the Skrall and the bone hunters. This arrangement had so far proved profitable to both sides.

"You took a big chance sending me a summons," the traitor said. "What if someone had stumbled on your message? Where would I be then?"

"That is not my concern," growled Tuma. "Your safety is your responsibility. The welfare of my people is mine."

The traitor looked around the chamber, then gestured toward the doorway that led to the fortified city. "Seems to me your people are doing just fine."

Tuma rose to his full, imposing height. "We attack Atero tomorrow. Be prepared."

"Tomorrow?" the traitor said, startled. "I thought you were going to wait for the end of the tournament."

"Our plans have changed," Tuma answered. The look in his eyes said he had no intention of explaining further. 

"On their own, or did someone change them?" asked the traitor. "Let me guess ... your neighbors to the north are coming to pay a visit."

Now it was Tuma's turn to be surprised. He stalked across the room, grabbed the traitor around the throat, and slammed that being into the wall. "What do you know of the baterra? Speak! Have you betrayed the Skrall to them, as you have betrayed your own people to us?"

"Urrrrk," croaked the traitor, as the Skrall's hand cut off all air. Tuma abruptly let go. The traitor crumpled to the ground, hand massaging a painful throat.

"I know... a great deal... about a great many things," the traitor said hoarsely. "But if you want the benefit of that knowledge... we are going to have to come to a new arrangement."

Tuma's mouth curled into a sneer. "Your naked greed ill becomes you."

"I don't work for free," spat the traitor. "Not this kind of work, anyway. Now let's see if we understand each other – you fled south like a pack of frightened rodents because the baterra were decimating your people. Now they're closing in on you again, so you're in a big, fat hurry to seize the desert so you can buy some time and space. How am I doing so far?"

Tuma nodded, but said nothing.

"It's an excellent plan... for old women," the traitor said, with a harsh chuckle. "Run, until you can't run anymore, and hope your enemy exhausts himself running after you. Tell me, Tuma – have you ever killed a baterra?"

"Of course," said the Skrall leader. "How else do you think we learned they are machines, not living things?"

The traitor wandered to the back of the chamber, running a finger along the arm of Tuma's throne. "I see. So you downed one by accident and saw it fizzle and spark ... and then the baterra killed how many of yours? 100? 200?"

"Your point, sand worm," hissed Tuma.

"My point, my point... oh, yes," said the traitor, abruptly sitting down in Tuma's grand chair. "My point is that I know how to kill the baterra, and you don't. And I think that puts a new slant on things around here, doesn't it?"

"You will tell me how to kill those... things," Tuma said, his voice deathly quiet. "Or I will give you to the Spikit, as a snack. But you will not die, oh, no. We will keep you alive, patch you up, and when you are healed – we will give you to the Spikit again. And again. And again."

"See, there's only one problem, Tuma," leaning forward in the chair and smiling broadly. "You don't scare me. Sure, you can torture me, kill me... but what's in my head stays there. Then it's only a matter of time before the baterra come and finish you off."

Tuma wanted to bellow in rage. He wanted to tear the traitor's head off and mount it on a pole, for all to see. He wanted to storm the villages of Bara Magna, burn them to the ground, and slay the Agori the way the baterra had slain his people, little more than a year before. Had he been but a Skrall warrior, he would surely have done that. But he was more than that – he was the lone surviving Skrall leader left alive, and he had a responsibility to the empire.

"What is your price?" the Skrall said, slowly. "And be aware... you tread on dangerous ground. Push too far, and you may find I forget what is in the best interests of my people in favor of what would be most... satisfying... to myself."

The traitor reclined on the throne. "No need to worry, Tuma. We both want what's best for the Skrall and the rock tribe. Of course we do. And as of today, I no longer work for you. From now on... we're partners."

"Partners? In what?" asked Tuma.

"In the conquest of this pile of sand," the traitor replied. "With my wits married to your warriors, we are going to carve Bara Magna up between us. Now you had better find a chair for yourself... we have a great deal of planning to do, don't we?"

The Great Tournament at Atero began, and Glatorian from all around journeyed to the Arena Magna to participate. Tarix and Strakk started to engage in a practice match, to sharpen their skills. Tarix informed Strakk that a caravan carrying food supplies heading to the Water Tribe was completely looted and the Agori killed by Bone Hunters, and expressed how he should be with his people instead of fighting.

Tarduk blinked the sweat out of his eyes. Times like this, he wished he didn't have to work in full helmet and armor. But even here, so close to the free city of Atero, it was a little too dangerous to be out in the desert on your own and unprotected. His task here was routine: along with Agori from various villages, Kyry, Crotesius, Scodonius, and Kirbold, he was in Atero to help prepare the arena for the coming tournament. Even with care throughout the year, there was always a need to do minor repairs before Glatorian from all over descended on the place. 

Of course, Tarduk hadn't kept at that work for very long, not when there were ruins not far away that he could explore. Making an excuse about getting some supplies from his wagon, he had slipped out of the city and found a likely spot to dig. It was hard work, and hot work. He could have used a helper, but that wasn't doable. Kyry was much too dedicated to the work in Atero, Kirbold just wanted to get done and get back to Iconox, Scodonius was kind of a creep, and Crotesius he barely knew.

''No,'' he decided, ''he digs best who digs alone.'' His tool hit something, buried about four feet down in the sand. Fishing it out, he found it was a square of metal, about twice the size of his hand and obviously broken off of something larger. Inscribed on it was a circle with a much smaller circle inside and at the bottom of it. Tarduk frowned. He had run across things like this before, with similar symbols. He had no idea what they meant, and neither did anyone else, so far as he knew. If they were a language - what language and spoken by whom? It was frustrating, because he had not found enough samples to even begin trying to decipher the symbols.

He turned the piece of metal over, hoping there would be another symbol on the back. Instead, he found something quite different. A map had been scratched into the metal. Some of the places on it he recognized, some he did not. At the bottom of the map was a mountain chain that looked a great deal like the Black Spike Mountains to the north. The features drawn just below the mountains seemed to bear out that it was the same range. Most of the map was areas north of the mountains, though, a region he was not familiar with. All he really knew about it was the Skrall were said to come from there. At the top of the map, there were two more symbols, but a bit different from the ones he had found before. One was just a mesh of interconnected lines looking almost like a net or a web. The other was a star. What made that last interesting was that it was the only symbol that was colored. The star was red.

''A red star,'' thought Tarduk, ''Whoever heard of such a thing?'' It was certainly fascinating but impossible to investigate, at least on his own. By traveling north-west, he could skirt the black spikes and reach the northern region, but the map indicated raging rivers and other natural hazards along the way. Going up there without aid would be beyond dangerous, and no Glatorian would hire out for the job this close to the Atero tournament.

"Hey!"

Tarduk turned. Crotesius was walking over, looking a little annoyed.

"Are you going to help, or play in the sand? What's that you have?"

Tarduk showed the Vulcanus Agori what he had found. Crotesius didn't bother to take it - just looked at both sides and then shrugged.

"So what? It's a piece of junk. Maybe you could use it to patch your wagon, but other than that..."

''What a Vorox...'' muttered Tarduk to himself. Aloud, he said "You're probably right. I mean, that red star - what's that all about? After all, everyone knows there's nothing valuable up that way. No hidden treasure, no city, and no Water Stones, nothing."

This, of course, was a tremendous lie, and Tarduk knew that Crotesius would never believe it. In fact, he was counting on that. Rumors flew faster than grains of sand in a sandstorm about what might be to the north. In Iconox, they said the mountains were covered with valuable Exsidian. In Vulcanus, they said there were entire valleys of Water Stones, those valuable rocks that could be split open to reveal pure water inside. As for Tajun, well, they were pretty imaginative there, and the Agori of Tesara just didn't want to even talk about it.

Now Crotesius reached out to take the piece of metal and take a closer look. "You know, if you like, I could take this... um... scrap metal off your hands, maybe you'd like to trade?"

Later on, Tarduk would be unable to explain just why he said what he did. Maybe after years of digging in the sand and finding pieces of a puzzle, but no way to solve it, he had just had enough. If he didn't take a chance, he would never find any answers. "Sure, I'll trade you," he said. "You can have the piece of metal... if you go with me to find that red star, whatever it is."

"Go up there? Are you crazy?" said Crotesius.

"That's the offer," Tarduk said firmly. "We have enough time before the tournament starts to get there and get back." He actually wasn't sure that was true, but wasn't going to tell Crotesius that. "Think about it," he continued. "What if there's something really valuable up there, something that changes everyone's life in Bara Magna? We'll -- I mean, you'll be a hero."

Crotesius smiled. As a vehicle pilot in the arena, he was just one more Agori fighter in a world dominated by Glatorian. But if he did something truly great, well, Raanu wouldn't live forever, maybe he could lead Vulcanus someday.

"Okay Tarduk," Crotesius said. "I guess you can join my expedition, but we're going to need more help. See if you can recruit a few more Agori, without telling them about the star. And we leave at dawn."

Tarduk walked away, a grin spreading across his face. Sure, he hadn't been completely honest, but sometimes you have to take shortcuts in the pursuit of knowledge, right? Little did Tarduk know that shortcut was about to lead him right into a nightmare.

Gresh, not wanting to show any of his moves while practicing, exercised by himself, and Tarduk came out to watch him. The two were interrupted by Malum, who confronted the Glatorian, and attempted to warn him about a Skrall invasion that will take over Bara Magna.

In the end, only Kirbold was willing to come along with Crotesius and Tarduk in search of the Red Star. Scodonius said it was crazy to go off on some wild Rock Steed chase so close to the date of the tournament. And Kyry was in a hurry to get back to Vulcanus.

Crotesius suggested they take vehicles north, but Tarduk vetoed that suggestion.

"Vehicles can't go where we're going, even tracked ones," said Tarduk, "plus they make noise, and noise attracts Bone Hunters. No, we'll use Sand Stalkers."

It took a certain amount of wheeling and dealing to borrow three of the beasts from an Iconox trader, especially since Tarduk wouldn't say where they were going with them. But within in short time, the three Agori were mounted and ready to start their expedition.

The shortest route would be to go east to the Dark Falls and then north toward the volcanic region above the Black Spike Mountains. But the presence of Skrall, Vorox, and Bone Hunters up that way made it also the most dangerous. So Tarduk led the small party northwest, past the village of Tesara and Elbow Peak and into the White Quartz Mountains. Kirbold, being a native of Iconox, knew this region fairly well. There were paths that traders took through the peaks in search of anything of value they could sell.

It was cold here, even worse than the desert by night. More than once, the Sand Stalkers almost lost their footing on the smooth face of the crystal and rock. Although it made all three Agori nervous, they had to travel by day: it would be too easy to stray off the path in the dark and possibly tumble right off a cliff.

The following morning, a match between Tarix and Strakk began. Meanwhile, a discussion about Malum's approach to Gresh was brought up between Raanu, Metus and Berix. Wondering what this threat Malum warned about could be, the three traveled toward the outside of the city. Metus spotted a huge sand storm heading towards Atero. As it came closer, Berix realized that the sand storm was a huge army from the Rock Tribe.

Raanu rushed in the arena and urgently began to tell everyone the Skrall were coming. Tarix reacted quickly and gathered the Glatorian there to defend Atero until the Agori could leave and make it to safety. The battle leaned to the Skrall forces very quickly however, and the Glatorian were not able to stop them. Tarix, with some pressuring from Strakk, ordered the escape, and the Glatorian and few Agori fled from the damaged Arena Magna.

Later, Tarix, Strakk, Gresh, Metus, Berix and Raanu hid in a small cave, and discussed the events. At least half a dozen Glatorian were killed in the battle and many Agori were scattered or lost. The group agreed that if they ever hoped to resist the Skrall, they were going to need help.

After two days, Kirbold, Crotesius and Tarduk had moved far enough north that they were in completely unfamiliar territory. Whatever creatures lived in this region would never have been in the desert to the south, since they obviously thrived on cold. Crotesius was on constant alert. That was why he was the first to notice that they were being stalked.

"Should we stop?" asked Tarduk.

"No," snapped Crotesius, "that's the worst thing we could do. We need to go faster. Maybe we can lose them."

Tarduk doubted it. He had spotted one of their pursuers. It looked a little like one of the wasteland wolves that lived in the desert. Their paws had evolved to be able to traverse across the loosest sand and they were highly effective trackers. But, Tarduk reminded himself, though it looked like one, their stalker wasn't one of those creatures. For one thing, this beast was half made of metal. Tarduk had never seen anything like it.

"How many?" asked Kirbold.

"More than one," answered Crotesius. "Six or eight, maybe. They're hard to spot."

Tarduk was unsure how anything could move through the White Quartz Mountains unseen like this. As the day wore on, that became the least of his worries. No matter how fast the party moved, the wolves kept on their trail. No matter what trick they tried to evade pursuit - sending one Sand Stalker off in another direction, doubling back on their own trail, even leaving some of the precious supply of food on the trail to distract the pack - the wolves kept coming. "What are those things?" Tarduk asked for the third time.

Now they had to ride through the night, like it or not. Kirbold shared Tarduk's mount and Crotesius led the way. Although it probably wouldn't matter anyway, Crotesius refused to light a torch, figuring the wolves would see the light. Tarduk argued that they were probably tracking by scent, but it did no good.

They wound up on a narrow, winding trail. On the right side was the face of the mountain. On the left, a sheer drop into darkness. The good news was that there was no place for the wolves to hide here. They would have to follow the trail as well or give up, it seemed. The bad news was that even the Sand Stalkers were having a hard time finding their footing. One slip, and someone wouldn't be coming back from this trip.

Moving as quickly as they dared, the three Agori made their way down the trail. Once, the mount carrying Kirbold and Tarduk stumbled and one pack of tools fell off and into the abyss. The sound of it striking bottom never came.

Kirbold looked back. In the bright light of the moons he could see no sign of their pursuers. "I think we lost them. Do you think we lost them?"

Tarduk glanced over his shoulder. He didn't see anything either, but said, "No, I don't think we lost them."

"Neither do I," agreed Kirbold.

The trail began to widen, becoming more of a plateau. Dawn was breaking, the first rays of light reflecting off the quartz peaks. Crotesius reined his Sand Stalker to a stop, and Tarduk did the same. They looked behind. There was no sign of the half-dozen fur-and-metal-covered wolves that had been following them.

"Maybe they didn't make it across the trail," said Crotesius, "or they found easier prey. Either way, I'm glad they're gone."

"Um, there's one other possibility," suggested Tarduk. "They stopped following because they didn't need to anymore."

Crotesius turned at the sound of a low growl, a hollow metallic sound that echoed throughout the mountains. Lined up on a ridge ahead were not six of the wolves, but sixty. They had evaded a hunting pack only to ride right into the den.

The three Agori sat on their mounts, frozen with fear. Before them stood dozens of wolves, their bodies a weird mixture of muscle and fur and dull metal. Their eyes were gleaming points of savage light in the darkness. Tarduk could smell their musky odor, mixed with the scent of cold iron.

"Watch out," whispered Crotesius. "They'll try to circle around us so we're surrounded. Then they'll attack."

"Thanks for the nature lesson," Kirbold answered. "How do we get out of this?"

"Ride through them?" suggested Tarduk. "Maybe we can, I don't know, outrun them."

Crotesius patted the flank of his Sand Stalker. "I don't think these animals are going a step closer to those things if they can help it."

Tarduk wished he could come up with another idea. Going forward was out. Going backward meant trying to race across a narrow trail with a pack of wolves at their heels. If they didn't fall into a bottomless abyss, they would have the fun of being eaten. He couldn't believe their journey was coming to an end so soon, and in a such a horrible way.

Crotesius was the first to spot a new arrival. Something, no, someone, was coming up behind the wolf pack. The figure was bent and twisted and walked with a bad limp. He carried a staff in his left hand and seemed to be relying on it to stay upright. Even with the moonlight, it was impossible to see the armored being clearly. But then he spoke.

"Down."

It was a simple word, but delivered in a voice that sounded to Tarduk like the limbs of dead trees scraping against a shelter. To the amazement of the three Agori, the wolves crouched down against the frozen ground. The figure started hobbling forward, moving unmolested through the wolves. All Tarduk could think of was Malum, who, rumor had it, now lived among the bestial Vorox. But it wasn't Malum coming toward them. Tarduk heard Kirbold grasp in recognition. The Agori from the ice village of Iconox said, "Surel? But you're-"

"-Dead," the crippled warrior said. "Close to it, perhaps, but still among the living. Lost in the chaos of war was I, and left behind, bent and broken, when the fighting moved on. And here I have been ever since."

It was too much for Crotesius to take in. "You've been living in these mountains with these ... these ... things?"

"You are of the Fire people," Surel said, as if seeing the Agori's red armor for the first time. "So you wouldn't know about the Iron Wolves, one of the Great Beings' more ... efficient creations. I trained this pack, led them into battle, and when the world shattered, they stayed by my side. It was the wolves who brought me food and protected me from harm. And there were many in these mountains who would have done me harm."

Surel reached down and petted one of the wolves, brushing his hand across fur and metal.

"Maybe you have forgotten, or you never knew, how things were before. Armies marching across the deserts, the jungles, the mountains, battling to claim the energy in the core of the world. The Element Lords led us into war, and when their actions destroyed the planet, they were trapped. Yes, they ''were'' trapped."

Tarduk shivered. Was it getting colder or was it fear that made him tremble? It would have been easy to blame the presence of Surel and his pets, but no, it was getting colder. The wind was picking up and snow had begun to fall, lightly at first, then more heavily. Soon he could barely make out the ancient warrior and his wolves through the storm.

"Wait a minute," said Kirbold, "I remember the war. I remember how it ended and I remember the Element Lords. But you said 'were trapped?'"

Surel nodded his head, a painful exercise due to his injuries. "I do not know why you have come here, but I tell you now to turn back. The Element Lords walk this planet once more, and the fortunate among you will die first."

A roar filled Tarduk's ears. He looked towards the source of the sound. A massive wall of white was surging down the mountain, an avalanche of snow from which there could be no hope of escape, and standing atop of the mountain, watching as doom rushed down toward the Agori, stood a warrior made of ice.

Tarduk closed his eyes tight. A massive avalanche of ice and snow was roaring down the mountainside toward him and his allies. There was no way to outrun it or evade it. He and his two fellow Agori, Surel and his Iron Wolves, were all doomed.

In what he was sure would be his last few moments of life, he thought about all the artifacts he would never discover, all the mysteries he would never solve. Most of all, he thought about the map that had brought him north into the mountains, the one with the carving of a red star upon it. It would be easier to die if he could at least know the meaning of that symbol.

There was a flash of light so bright he could see it through his eyelids, and a wave of almost unbearable heat. Tarduk opened his eyes to see the mountainside ablaze, the flames so intense they melted the snow to water and turned the water to steam in an instant. The Iron Wolves growled and backed away, Surel going with them. The two Sand Stalkers the Agori rode reared up in panic and it took all the riders' skill to keep them from bolting.

Tarduk peered through the flames to try and see the ice warrior he had spotted before atop the peak. Yes, the crystalline figure was still there, his body language speaking of unbridled rage. "We need to get out of here, now," Tarduk said.

"What convinced you," asked Kirbold, "the avalanche or the firestorm?"

"The possibility of meeting the cause of either one," Tarduk replied.

This time, there was no need to worry about riding into the midst of the Iron Wolves; the fire had driven them all away. Surel, however, had lingered in the area. As they rode up into a pass, he emerged from behind a rock and hailed them.

"Go back," Surel implored. "There is nothing for you beyond here. Go back to the safety of your homes."

Crotesius laughed bitterly. "You obviously haven't been to one of our homes lately."

"That jet of flames," said Tarduk, "that wasn't natural, was it? That was the Element Lord of Fire who saved us."

Now it was Surel's turn to laugh. "Saved you? You are dust to him, not even dust. That was an attack on his frozen enemy. You were simply caught between them."

"Wait a minute," Crotesius interrupted. "I remember the Element Lords, and the armies, and the war, but the war ended more than a hundred thousand years ago."

Surel shook his head. "It ended for you, for their soldiers, and it ended for Spherus Magna, as all things did in that one horrible moment. But for the Element Lords, the struggle goes on."

Tarduk glanced behind. He saw no sign of anyone following them, and so thought it safe to continue. "A struggle over what?" he asked. "The core war was fought over energies from the heart of the planet, but the planet no longer exists. What is there left to fight over?"

Surel said nothing, simply raised a withered arm and pointed toward the north. Tarduk felt a chill run up his spine. He didn't bother trying to convince himself it was just from the cold. He dug into his pack and produced the fragment with the map. Surel glanced down at it; Tarduk heard a sharp intake of breath.

"The Red Star," he muttered. "The Valley of the Maze." He looked at each Agori and turned. "You seek the same secrets as the Element Lords, and you risk the same fate. The heart of the Maze holds the last riddle of the Great Beings. Many have entered the Valley in hopes of solving the puzzle. None have ever emerged again."

"Let me guess," said Crotesius. "You think we should turn back."

Surel shrugged, not easy to do with a body so badly twisted. "I think the Red Star burns in your eyes and your heart as it has for so many before you. I think you will go on, no matter what warnings I give you. And I know, I know you will die."

Tarduk glanced at Crotesius and Kirbold. Neither looked afraid, or maybe they were just hiding it well. And he knew Surel was right. He had to discover the secrets hinted at on this map, even if it meant riding into danger.

"You're right," Tarduk said, "we will go on. Can you help us, tell us anything about what's up ahead?"

Surel was silent for a long time, then he shook his head and said, "We live in a broken world, Agori, and in such a place, nothing stays whole and untouched. The stream of life gets diverted, dammed up, misdirected, and even," he said, glancing down at his own ruined body, "distorted beyond all imagining. What awaits you to the north? A realm of lies, a place where a beauty hides a rotten heart, where trees provide no shelter, the air no cooling breeze, and where water does not quench your thirst. And the moment where you believe what you see or hear, touch or taste, it will be too late for you."

"Stop speaking in riddles!" snapped Crotesius. "If you have nothing useful to say, get out of our way."

In a flash, Surel drew a dagger and had it at Crotesius' throat. Tarduk could not ever recall seeing even a prime Glatorian move that fast.

"I could kill you now and spare you the horrors to come," said Surel, eyes blazing. "But you don't deserve such mercy. Ride on, Agori. Beyond this path is the Forest of Blades. All who travel through become one with nature, and beyond that the oh-so-welcome waters of the River Dormus. And if you survive, the Maze waits for you."

Tarduk, Crotesius, and Kirbold rode for a full day. They had left Surel, his Iron Wolves, and his dire warnings behind, but none could forget his words. Kirbold had been silent since then, lost in his own thoughts. Tarduk was more watchful than ever, hoping to spot the next attack before it was too late. For his part, Crotesius had decided that Surel had gone mad after so many years in the mountains, and there was little point paying attention to the ravings of a madman.

Tarduk paused to glance at the metal fragment he carried with the strange map inscribed upon it. Yes, they were almost far enough to the north. Soon, it would be time to turn east, and head for where the symbol of the red star was located on the crude chart. Kirbold abruptly reined the Sand Stalker to a halt.

"I've changed my mind. I want to turn back," he said.

"We're not turning back," Crotesius answered without turning around.

"I don't even know what we're doing here," snapped Kirbold. "Who cares what's beyond the mountains? We have our own problems at home."

"Maybe the two are connected," offered Tarduk. "Maybe there's something up here who can help us deal with the Bone Hunters, the Vorox and the Skrall."

"We're here for a weapon?" Kirbold asked. "If there was something that powerful up north, the elders would have sent Glatorian to get it."

"Maybe they didn't want something like that in the hands of Strakk," muttered Crotesius. "Or Kiina, for that matter."

"Shut up!" said Tarduk.

"Hey, I have a right to say what I think!" replied Crotesius.

"No, I mean shut up, I think I hear something up ahead," Tarduk said.

All three went silent - now they could all hear it. A harsh, keening sound like the song sung by a chorus of the dead. It seemed to coming from a forest in the distance.

"It's the wind," said Crotesius. "You know, big blast of hot air, enough to knock a person over. Sort of like Scodonius after a win in the arena."

"I know it's the wind," answered Tarduk. "I just never heard wind like that before."

"The Forest of Blades," said Kirbold. "Up ahead. Maybe that's the place Surel was talking about."

"I don't see any blades," said Crotesius. "I see trees. That means maybe there's some fruit or something else we can eat. I'm hungry enough to eat Thornax stew at this point. Even cold Thornax stew."

Tarduk started to say something back, but even the thought of cold Thornax stew was so nauseating that he had to swallow hard to keep from getting sick. Crotesius had spurred his Sand Stalker on, and was riding ahead. Kirbold hesitated for a long moment before following. Sitting on the animal right behind Kirbold, Tarduk felt a moment of relief. He didn't want to lose a team member, and he doubted Kirbold would be able to make it back to Iconox safely on his own. They needed to stick together. 

As the small band rode closer, they noticed something strange. Faint sunlight was glittering off what appeared to be swords sticking out of trees. It almost looked as if the forest was armed, as strange as that seemed.

"Must be a weird kind of tree to grow branches like that," said Kirbold. "I guess we know how the place got its name."

"Do we?" said Tarduk. "Look closer."

Kirbold peered through the morning mist. What he had thought was just a gleaming branch was in fact a sword, and it wasn't sticking out of the wood. It was held in the hand of a warrior trapped halfway inside the trunk of the tree. Kirbold gasped. He suddenly realized that there were scores of warriors here, their bodies merged with the wood of the forest, still clutching their weapons. It was as if the trees had reached out and grabbed them and wouldn't let go. He couldn't tell if the warriors were still alive or not.

"That's... horrible," he said.

"What do you think?" Tarduk asked Crotesius.

The Fire Agori just stared at the awful forest for a long time. Then he said, "No natural forest behaves this way. I hate to say it, but Surel was right. The Element Lords were here. This is power over plant life at work. These warriors might have been here since the War, for all we know."

"If they're alive, we have to save them," said Tarduk.

"That means going in there," replied Crotesius.

Tarduk nodded. Kirbold yanked on the reins, turning the Sand Stalker around.

"You can get off right here, Tarduk," said Kirbold. "I'm going back."

Tarduk knew he should argue with him, but he couldn't think of a good argument. The sane thing to do was to head back to the desert and try to forget this terrible place existed. But something told him there was more at stake here than just the discovery of new knowledge or the solving of a puzzle. More and more, he felt like they were on a mission, and a vital one.

Without a word, Tarduk jumped down from the Sand Stalker. Then he climbed up onto Crotesius' mount.

"Be careful, Kirbold. The way back might be more dangerous than the way here."

Kirbold nodded towards the Forest of Blades. "Same to you, friend. I think you're crazy to go in there, but... I'll make sure everyone back home knows you were trying to help others... and..." 

His voice broke and he stopped speaking. Tarduk leaned over and shook his hand. In their hearts, both believed they would never see each other again.

Tarduk waited until Kirbold was well on his way before asking Crotesius to get the Sand Stalker moving. Together, they rode into the cool, green shade of the forest. They were so close to the warriors that Tarduk could have reached out and touched their armor, but he did not. He was doing his best to be brave, but he knew if one of the trapped warriors should suddenly move, he would have to scream. 

None of them did. The two Agori rode deep into the forest. It was silent. No birds sang here, no rodents scurried across the leaf-strewn floor in search of a meal. It was a garden of sorts, but it was not a place of life. At least, that was how it seemed to Tarduk and Crotesius, right up until the moment when the wind gusted again, the howling noise rose, and the branches all around reached out to seize them both.

Before they could react, Crotesius and Tarduk had been yanked from their Sand Stalker. The forest around them had come to life, branches reaching out to grab them, and vines knotting themselves around the two Agori. In a matter of moments, they were tied to trees. Crotesius looked around, the countless warriors whose bodies merged with the wood of the forest, and wondered if that would be his fate, too.

"I've got a little knife I use in my digging," said Tarduk. "Maybe I can cut the vines and get free." With some effort, Tarduk got his hands on the blade, and sliced deep into one of the vines. The plant reacted instantly, wrapping one of its tendrils around his neck and squeezing until he was sure he would black out. It wasn't until he dropped the knife that the pressure eased. "I guess they don't want us to leave," he said.

Not far away, a mini-cyclone whipped leaves into the air. More and more plant matter was drawn into its wake until an entire segment of the glade was filled with leaves, vines, and branches, spinning furiously in the grip of a tornado. Then a being emerged from out of the storm itself.

At first glance, Tarduk thought he might have been made of plants.  He was tall and green, with thorns jutting out from his arms and legs and intertwined roots crisscrossing his chest. His eyes were an emerald so dark they were almost black. His arms were long, with thick vines wrapped around them, and more thorns served as his claws. Even his sword looked like it was a green and growing thing, though sharp and deadly.

It was only when he took a closer look that Tarduk began to have doubts. Perhaps this being was a living plant creature, or perhaps it was simply armor that made him seem that way. Regardless, Tarduk had no doubt who he was: the Element Lord of Jungle, Master of the Green.

The newcomer looked at Tarduk, then at Crotesius, then he gave a gentle shrug, which sounded like the snapping of twigs underfoot. "You don't know the way," the Element Lord said. "You are of no use to me."

Tarduk was going to ask just what it was he was talking about, but Crotesius spoke first. "How do you know we don't know the way? Why do you think we're here?"

''What are you doing?'' thought Tarduk.

The Element Lord walked up to Crotesius and scraped a thorny nail across the Agori's helmet. "You're Fire," he said. "Fire only knows how to destroy. I have seen Fire try to penetrate the Maze and fail time after time." He turned to Tarduk. "You came here by accident, but you are of the Green, Agori, so I will let you go. Your companion must remain, however, and join my Forest of Blades."

"I remember you," said Tarduk. "Before the war, you led my people. You made things grow. You brought life. How can you just kill, as if it means nothing?"

The vines abruptly released Tarduk, and he tumbled to the forest floor. When he looked up, the Element Lord's eyes were blazing at him. "Have you ever been to the deep forest, Agori?" he asked. "There the creatures live in perpetual darkness because the roof of the woods is too thick to allow sunlight to pass through. Vines strangle the trees, leeching the life from them so they can take their place and capture whatever light they can find. Every living thing profits from the death of another."

Tarduk spotted a faint gleam of light in the distance beyond the Element Lord. He didn't know what it was, but if there was any chance it was help on the way, he had to keep talking. "What are you that you could do this?" he asked.

"Once I was a warrior, like the ones held here," the Element Lord answered. "Then I and five of my brothers were chosen by the Great Beings for the honor of leading the villages of Spherus Magna. We were changed by their power, made one with our elements, and given armor and weapons to defend our people. We were no longer like Agori, or anyone else. We became nature itself, as benevolent, giving, ruthless, and indifferent as that can mean. We-" The Element Lord's eyes suddenly went wide.

He let out a ragged scream and whirled around in rage. Behind him, Kirbold had appeared, carrying a torch. He had lit the vines that had bound Crotesius on fire, and the Agori was free again. But the Element Lord had felt the pain of his creations, and Tarduk suddenly doubted very much  any of the three villagers would make it out of here alive.

"The torch!" Tarduk yelled. "Throw the torch!"

Kirbold hurled the flaming stick. It landed at the Element Lord's feet, among the leaves. Yellow-orange fire erupted, feeding off the plant matter all around. In seconds the Element Lord was surrounded by a blaze burning out of control.

"Run!" shouted Crotesius.

The three Agori took off as fast as they could, dodging trees and leaping over rocks. Only Tarduk looked back. The Element Lord was gone. Not dead, he was sure, simply vanished back into the forest. Possibly he was wounded, but more likely he was marshaling his power to stop the fire before it consumed the wood.

Tarduk saw trees and brushes and vines burning, all so that he and his two friends could escape, and he wondered about the Element Lord's words: that every living thing profits from the death of another.

Those words would echo in Tarduk's mind for a very long time to come.

Tarduk, Crotesius, and Kirbold had left the woods far behind them, if not the memories of what had happened there. They had traveled in silence for the better part of the day. Tarduk had not even bothered to ask Kirbold why he had come back. He was just grateful the Ice Agori had changed his mind.

For much of the past several hours the group had been riding along the banks of a river. Tarduk had no doubt this was the River Dormus that Surel had spoken about. It certainly did not seem dangerous in any way. It was a placid and calm body of water without even any rapids visible. That alone made Tarduk a little nervous. His experience on Bara Magna was that anything that looked safe and welcoming usually wasn't either. At the same time, having spent much of his life in a desert, the sight of running water was an appealing one.

Eventually they reached a point where the river had to be forded if they were to keep moving north. Tarduk scouted until he found a spot that looked shallow enough.

"We'll cross here," he said. "According to the map, we're not too far from where we're going."

"That's a pretty old map," said Crotesius. "How do we know that 'Red Star' thing is even still there? Or anything else? The Skrall probably stormed all through this area before they came to Bara Magna. I doubt they left much standing."

"You just don't want to cross the river!" joked Kirbold. "You Fire types don't like to get wet, right?"

Crotesius frowned. He walked right up to the edge of the water and turned around to face his two companions.

"Right, I made it past the mechanical wolves and the hungry trees and everything else on this trip, and I'm scared of a stream? I'll cross it right now, and then..."

There wasn't time to shout a warning. Behind Crotesius, a giant hand made of water sprang from the river. In the blink of an eye it had seized the Fire Agori and pulled him below the surface. Tarduk and Kirbold rushed to the spot heedless of their own potential danger.

"Do you swim?" asked Tarduk.

"I'll manage," said Kirbold. "What's the plan?"

"We go in after him," Tarduk answered. "Let's go!"

The two Agori had taken three steps into the water when the hand appeared again. This time, it grabbed both of them. The next moment, they were being pulled down into the river. To Tarduk's amazement, he wasn't drowning. Some air had been pulled down with them, and suddenly he had a bad feeling he knew why.

''The Element Lord of Jungle wanted information from us,'' he remembered. ''If this is the Element Lord of Water at work, maybe he wants the same thing, and we can't tell him anything if we're dead. But what happens when he finds out we have nothing to tell?''

The water was dark and cold. Tarduk focused on a pinpoint of light up ahead. As they rapidly grew closer, he could make out Crotesius suspended in the water inside an air bubble. Soon, he and Kirbold were floating beside him.

Before them, the underwater current began to twist and writhe. The waters reshaped themselves into the semblance of a face easily as tall as one of the Agori. Its hollow voice came at them from every side.

"Do you know the way?" it said.

"One of your brothers already asked us," said Tarduk. "You are the Element Lord of Water, right?"

"I have that honor," the Element Lord answered. "And what did you tell my brother?"

Tarduk glanced at Crotesius. The Fire Agori gave the slightest of nods, signaling that he would back whatever play Tarduk wanted to make. As it turned out, Tarduk didn't have to decide what to do next -- Kirbold spoke up.

"The same thing we'll tell you," said the Ice Agori. "Sure we know the way. Would we have come this far out if we didn't? But why should we tell you?"

The Element Lord of Water paused, as if he was actually considering his answer.

"Self-preservation," he said, finally.

This time, it was Crotesius who answered. "Highly overrated. Better a dead hero than a live coward, I always say."

This seemed to set the Element Lord back a bit. He and his kind weren't used to backtalk. Around the three Agori, the waters began to churn.

"Do you know how it feels to drown, villager?" asked the Element Lord. "To feel your lungs fill up with water and your vision go black? I could make you feel that a thousand times, and worse, never knowing when you will be allowed to finally die."

"Sure you could," said Tarduk. "But if you try, we'll make sure it goes that one step too far. Dead, we're of no use to you. Dead, we tell you nothing, and you'll never know the way. But maybe if you tell us why you're so desperate for the information, we could make a deal."

The Jungle Agori couldn't quite believe what he was saying. All this being had to do was increase the water pressure and he could crush them into paste, but after such a long journey and so many dangers, Tarduk had had enough of riddles and threats. Whatever their reasons, the Element Lords were desperate for knowledge, and it was time to use that against them.

"Why?" asked the Element Lord. "Because at the end of the way, there is power to be had. Power enough to end the war the only way it can end. With a victory for one of us."

Tarduk started to point out that the Core War had ended a hundred thousand years ago, but then remembered something Surel had said: how the war had ended for the Agori and the soldiers, but not for the Element Lords. Their hate still burned, even in the depths of the water.

"We can't tell you," said the Jungle Agori. "It's too complicated. You know, if you make a wrong turn, well, that would be that. We would have to show you." Tarduk held his breath. The Jungle Element Lord had almost seemed able to read their thoughts - if this one could as well, they were doomed.

But the Element Lord of Water did not attack, or rage at them. Perhaps none of the Element Lords were able to read minds after all. Perhaps Jungle just assumed no Agori would be carrying this kind of knowledge.

"Very well," said the Water Element Lord. "You will go forth, and the waters will go with you. You will show me the way, and in return..." 

The three Agori never got to hear what their captor was willing to trade. The temperature of the waters around them suddenly plummeted. Crotesius looked downriver, and his eyes widened. The water was freezing rapidly and the effect was racing right toward them. 

The Element Lord of Water let out a yell of rage and frustration. Ice had found him again. Now his essence would have to flee the river, or risk being frozen to death. Before the eyes of the Agori, the face in the water dissipated. Their captor had vanished, leaving them behind.

"It's moving too fast," cried Kirbold. "We'll never make it to the surface in time."

"I'm sorry," said Tarduk. "I'm sorry."

A few feet away, the river water turned to solid ice, the surface to the bottom. Any living thing unlucky enough to be in the waterway was frozen instantly. That was about to include three very brave Agori.

The first thing Tarduk noticed was that it was hot. Really hot. That made no sense; the last thing he remembered was being beneath the River Dormus, about to be frozen solid by rapidly advancing ice. The second thing he noticed was that his mouth was full of sand. He was face down in the stuff. That ruled out lying on the banks of the Dormus, since there was no sand there. 

With a little reluctance, he lifted his head. He was in the desert, surrounded by ruins. It looked like there had been some huge battle here not long ago. 

Tarduk got to his feet and swayed, overcome by a wave of dizziness. When it passed, he started looking around. Right away, he saw Crotesius and Kirbold. Both were unconscious, but alive and apparently uninjured. Kirbold was lying next to a big chunk of stone, half-buried in the sand. It had writing carved on it. Tarduk cleared away the sand and read: 'Atero Arena.'

''What?'' thought Tarduk. ''It can't be. When we left to go north, the Atero Arena was whole, the Tournament was about to start. What could have done this?''

Tarduk searched the ground frantically for some clue. He saw Glatorian armor and weapons scattered all around, obvious signs of a struggle. And one thing more: a Skrall shield, planted in the ground like a victory banner.

That was it, then. The Skrall had attacked Atero and destroyed it. And now... what? Were they attacking the villages? Or had they perhaps gone north to find the same place of power he had been seeking? He had to find out.

Words rang in his head, then. Someone, not long ago, had said to him, 'Rock is already unyielding. Give it the power of the Great Beings to wield and no world is safe.' But who had said that, and where?

He had a vague memory of an archway, a slab of stone, and someone speaking to him. And then he walked into the archway and... suddenly it all came back to him, a flood of memories surging into his brain. Yes, he had been underwater with Crotesius and Kirbold. They had been captives of the Element Lord of Water. Then the river began to turn to ice, as the Lord of that element attacked. The Water Lord had been forced to flee, and moments later, the air bubbles that had kept the Agori alive vanished as well. But they would freeze long before they drowned.

Desperately, the three started swimming for shore. Even as they did so, they could feel a disturbance in the water coming from upriver. Tarduk turned and saw a huge black shape racing toward them underwater. As it got closer, he saw it was a massive slab of rock. He barely had time to register that before he was flying up and out of the water, along with his two friends. Tarduk landed hard on the muddy shore. He turned in time to see three pillars of rock retreating into the water. The next moment, there was the sound of a great impact, and shards of ice flew up from beneath the river. The huge rock had smashed the oncoming wave of ice to bits.

Tarduk stood up. At first, he thought he must have hit his head when he landed. Standing before him was a mirror image of himself made from rock. But when it spoke, it was not his voice, but the unmistakable tones of a Skrall.

"Go back," said the duplicate Tarduk. "You do not belong here. The Maze is mine to conquer, not yours."

"We're not looking to conquer anything," said Tarduk. "We're just looking for answers." 

"And some of us aren't even sure of the questions anymore," added Crotesius.

Tarduk expected the rock-thing to threaten them, or even attack. Instead, it just nodded. "You have encountered many dangers coming here, have you not? You are missing your homes."

Crotesius and Tarduk said nothing. Kirbold just nodded.

"Then I will not delay your journey," said the Element Lord of Rock, for who else could it be. "But I will warn you. Rock is already unyielding. Give it the power of the Great Beings and no world is safe. That power will be mine and no one else's. Travel on, learn what you must. Take nothing back with you. And never return." With that, the rock statue of Tarduk crumbled to dust. 

"Maybe it is time to go home," said Crotesius.

"No, not after we've come so far," said Tarduk. "We're close, I know it."

The three Agori traveled along the bank of the river, keeping a watchful eye out for another Element Lord attack. A few hours later, they had reached the headwaters. There before them was a massive archway decorated with ornate carvings. Written across the top in Agori were the words 'Spirit's Wish.' 

Tarduk was stunned at the sight: "I thought that was just a legend."

"You've heard of this?" asked Crotesius.

"'Read a carving once that referred to it," Tarduk replied. "According to the story, anyone who passes through it gets the dearest wish of their spirit, or something like that. If it works, maybe we can get where we want to go right away, instead of more traveling on foot. It's worth a try."

"'Doesn't look like we have any choice anyway," said Kirbold. "There's no way around it. We have to go through."

Steeling themselves, the three Agori walked beneath the arch. There was a flash of light, a horrible sickening feeling and then utter and complete darkness... until Tarduk woke up in the sand. And now it made sense. The arch wasn't some magical wish-granter, it was a teleportation device, just the sort of thing the Great Beings would build. It was designed to scan the mind of anyone passing under and send them where they wanted to go. Or maybe where the Great Beings wanted them to go. There was no way to tell.

''But why did I end up here?'' wondered Tarduk. ''I wanted to go to the Maze. I wanted answers. Or was the Element Lord of Rock right? Did I somewhere, deep down, just want to go home? And so that's where it sent me.''

Crotesius and Kirbold were on their feet now, looking around at the ruins of Atero in shock. Tarduk knew that they would want to head back to their villages and so did he. But once he was certain Tesara was alright, he was heading back north. He had to. This time, he would make it through the arch and find what he was seeking. This time, he wouldn't waver. Even if he had to go alone, he was making the journey. He had set out to solve a riddle, and it seemed some pretty powerful beings were trying to solve it too. It was still out there, tantalizing him, a question without an answer. But he would answer it somehow - and soon. 

Tarduk looked to the north. His destiny lay that way, he know. And nothing would stop him from achieving it.

*

Tahu used his elemental powers to light a small campfire. It was foolish, he knew. There were Exo-Toa in the area and they would zero in on the heat. Then again, being a Toa of Fire, they probably couldn't miss him anyway.

He glanced around the camp at his "team." It was not a sight to inspire confidence. In the days since Teridax took over the universe, the Toa Nuva had scattered (they were too easy of a target if they stayed together). Hooking up with other fugitives as they went, they made for places of relative safety in order to regroup and plan.

This explained why Tahu was sitting in the blasted ruins of Karzahni with a Ko-Matoran, Kopeke; Johmak, a female Order of Mata Nui member with the ability to shatter and reassemble her body; Krahka, female shapeshifting Rahi; and two Dark Hunters, Guardian and Lariska.

''Not exactly Gali, Lewa and Kopaka,'' thought Tahu. ''But they will have to do.''

"We'll stay here a few more hours, then move out," he said. "Onua said there were a few Order of Mata Nui agents somewhere south of here, looking for a cache of weapons and supplies. We'll hook up with them."

"And then what?" grumbled Guardian. "Throw rocks at the sky? Challenge the wind with Cordak blasters? All we're doing is delaying the inevitable – and we all know it."

"And the alternative?" asked Johmak. "Bow and scrape before Makuta, begging him for one more moment of life in which to serve him? Let me die, then, as long as I do it as a free being."

"Tahu ... what are we going to do?" Kopeke asked, in hardly more than a whisper. "Guardian is right. We're trying to fight the universe itself."

"No, we're not," said Tahu. "We're fighting a madbeing who controls the power of a universe. And it's not like learning a new machine at a Ta-Metru forge – it takes time and practice to master so complex a system. And we're not going to give him that time ... we're going to do a Pohatu on him."

"A Pohatu?" asked Kopeke.

Tahu smiled. "That's right. 'When in doubt, smash everything and hope you're somewhere else when it all goes boom.'"

Guardian got up and walked away from the fire. He had nothing against Tahu, but there had to be a better way. Maybe instead of running from place to place, they should be trying to find a way out of this universe. Could be this place was lost, and it was time to accept it and move on. It wasn't an easy choice, but those weren't the kind he was used to making anyway.

Beneath his feet, the ground opened. Bonds made of solid stone wrapped around him, yanking him down into the hole even as he screamed. Then the barren earth slammed shut again, and he was gone.

The team was on its feet. "It's Makuta," said Tahu. "He knows where we are. He's toying with us!"

"Tell us something we don't know," snapped Lariska. "Like what do we do about it?"

Before Tahu could answer, a dozen Exo-Toa appeared on the rise. Their missiles were loaded and aimed at the fugitives. The lead machine spoke in the voice of Makuta Teridax.

"Citizens of the Makutaverse, you are in an unauthorized area. You will accompany these Exo-Toa to Metru Nui, where you will be ... retrained for new work that will benefit all my people. You will live out your lives there, in peace and prosperity, wanting for nothing ... or you die, now."

"You know what?" said Lariska. "This may turn out to be the shortest revolution on record."

*

Tuma and Stronius rode north over mountain trails long unused. It had been along this very route one year before that the Skrall had fled from their last fortress. The vicious attacks of the baterra had driven them south through the Black Spikes to the borders of Bara Magna's great desert. Now two of their number were going back.

"This is madness," Stronius said. "You realize that."

No one else in the Skrall legions would have dared speak to Tuma like that. But Stronius was an elite warrior known for saying whatever was on his mind. His services to the Skrall led Tuma to be a bit more tolerant of his outbursts than he would have been otherwise.

"Then turn back," Tuma said calmly. "I did not order you to accompany me."

"I wasn't going to let you ride up here on your own," Stronius replied. He turned from Tuma to look at the path ahead. "I have a duty to protect the life of my leader. And your life is doubly at risk here."

"Baterra and... ?"

Stronius shot Tuma an annoyed look. "Baterra pale beside those you would visit, and you know it."

"We share a common enemy," Tuma said. "They will be... reasonable."

"We abandoned them to that enemy," Stronius snapped. "They will be merciless."

The two rode for most of two nights and a day. They ran into no baterra, so far as they knew. If the rocks or the trees were their enemies in another shape, well, those enemies chose not to attack. Now and then, they paused at the sight of Skrall armor littering the path where one of their warriors had perished during the long retreat.

Dawn was still a few hours away when they veered sharply eastward. All of the Skrall fortresses in this region had been destroyed by the baterra long ago. Logically, no one here should have survived the last year. But logic had nothing to do with who Tuma was seeking.

Stronius was the first to feel it – an electricity in the air, an oppressive feeling that seemed to slow all movement. His mind felt dull, his body sluggish. He turned to shout a warning to Tuma and it felt like it took an hour to perform that simple action.

Tuma felt less of an effect than Stronius, being a little further away. He spotted a robed figure atop some nearby rocks, wielding a wooden staff. "You!" he shouted. "Tell her I want an audience!"

The robed figure's head tilted, as if puzzled by the request, then the mysterious being disappeared among the rocks. A few minutes later, Stronius felt his head clear. He glanced at Tuma, who nodded once. Side by side, the two rode on.

The sky darkened. From every side of the pass, more robed figures peered down at the two Skrall. Their faces were hidden, but Tuma could feel their hatred just the same.

Up ahead, a half dozen more figures blocked the way. Beyond them, a seventh sat on a crude throne carved from part of the mountain itself. "Dismount," she ordered, in a voice that was surprisingly soft. Tuma tensed. He had not realized this one had ascended to leadership. His hope of surviving this journey dwindled considerably.

He and Stronius both got off their rock steeds. The seated figure then said, "The weapons of warriors are not allowed here."

"No," Stronius replied immediately. "An elite warrior never surrenders his weapon."

The robed figure shrugged. "Then he can surrender his life instead."

Pain exploded in Stronius' head. It was worse than anything he had ever felt, worse than anything a blade or a Thornax could do. Yet no weapon had ever touched his body. The pain tore a scream from him as he dropped to his knees.

"Stop!" Tuma shouted. "We came here in peace!"

A chorus of whispers came from every side. The sound chilled Tuma as he realized what he was hearing was laughter.

"You came here out of fear," the seated figure said. "Just as you abandoned us out of fear ... just as your kind banished us millennia ago, out of fear. You stink of it, Tuma, despite your mighty legions, despite your conquests. You are a warrior made of straw."

Tuma took three steps forward, ready to ram his sword into his tormentor. That was as far as he got before the pain hit him too. But he did not leave his feet, not even as the agony increased beyond all imaginable limits. He had made a vow long ago that he intended to keep – he would never kneel before the Sisters of the Skrall.

As quickly as it had appeared, the pain vanished. Tuma saw Stronius slowly standing back up again. He noted the elite warrior's club still lay on the ground.

The figure on the throne rose and removed her hood. She wore no helmet or armor. Her face was a dark gray in color, wizened and weathered. Tuma knew appearances were deceiving. Though her body might seem feeble in comparison to a Skrall warrior, the energies at her command were more devastating than any sword or axe could ever be.

"You did not fall," she said to Tuma, matter of factly.

"I prefer to remain standing," the Skrall leader replied. "That is why I am here."

"You risked your sanity and your life coming here." She gestured at the other robed females. "They would see you dead, and worse than dead... I see no reason to deny them."

Tuma gave the slightest of shrugs, an acknowledgment that the female who faced him could do what she claimed – not an easy admission for him to make, but an honest one. "I thought you were a seeker of knowledge," he said. "If you kill me, you'll never learn what I came here to offer you."

"You have nothing we want," the female answered dismissively. "And we have nothing left to give you in return."

She resumed her seat, her gaze never leaving Tuma. She stared straight into his eyes as she addressed her assembled people.

"Kill them," she said. "Kill them both."

Stronius stood at the edge of a glassy lake. It was a calm, clear day, warm for the mountains, with a soft breeze. Rock Agori were working nearby, building weapons of war. Not far away, a horde of Vorox, each chained to the other, was being marched off to labor in the mines.

Life was good.

Well, almost. As he looked down at his reflection in the water, Stronius noticed a small crack in the chestplate of his armor. When had that happened? Skrall armor was some of the toughest around and he couldn't recall an opponent landing any blows lately that might have damaged it. This was puzzling.

Even more confusing –and disturbing – was that the crack was growing bigger as he watched. It was already more than two inches long, and spreading into a spider-web of tiny fractures. He staggered back a step. The crack was big enough now that he could see something through it. It looked like another layer of armor, this one silver.

The crack accelerated its pace. Before Stronius' startled eyes, his chest armor split open, followed by his arm and leg plate. With a loud crack, his helmet shattered. He stared at his reflection in horror -- something was emerging from inside the ruin of his armor -- a baterra!

And Stronius could do nothing but scream.

Not far away, Tuma heard Stronius' ragged cry. The female Skrall weren't satisfied to just execute their prisoners. No, they wanted to torture them first, using their mental powers to create illusions. He had no idea what Stronius was seeing now, but it was a good guess that his elite warrior's sanity would go before his life did.

Tuma's weapon was on the ground, just out of his reach. The women had left it there to mock him. His mind told his arm to reach for it, but his arm wouldn't move. His body was paralyzed by the mental force of his captors. Only his mouth still worked. When the time came, they wanted to hear his screams, too.

But a good warrior always had more than one strategy in mind. He'd hoped to use the threat of the baterra to talk the females into allying with him. If that wouldn't work, he knew something that would ... something that the females wouldn't be able to resist.

He tried to rise. A stabbing pain tore through his mind. It was time, then. He opened his mouth and yelled one word: "Angonce."

For a moment, the pain increased and he thought he would surely go mad or die. Then it eased, just enough for him to take a breath. The leader of the female Skrall approached. She grabbed Tuma's jaw roughly and forced his head up to look at her.

"What do you know of Angonce?"

Tuma flicked his eyes toward Stronius. "Stop ... whatever ... you're doing to him ... and we'll talk."

The female Skrall nodded to one of the others. The next instant, Stronius stopped screaming and collapsed in a heap.

"I know where he might be," said Tuma. "At least, where he once was."

"Is that all?" the female Skrall spat. "We all know that. The great tower ... the burning place ... in the Valley of the Maze. That is where they all were."

"And they all fled," answered Tuma. "No one knows where. But Angonce always had more of a ... curiosity ... about the Agori than the others. He would stay close enough to keep an eye on them."

The leader of the Sisters of the Skrall considered his words. The females of her species had been gifted from birth with psionic powers, strong enough to enable them to withstand the hatred and violence of the males and to resist the baterra. But the legends said that one female Skrall had once encountered the Great Being named Angonce, and Angonce had taught her how to ascend to a whole new level of power. Some said entire civilizations rose and fell on her whims now. She had evolved far past her own species and had no contact with them ever again. Still, every Skrall female hoped to one day find Angonce and learn his secrets.

"Why would you share this with us?" asked the female. "You know what we could do with that kind of power."

"I could lie to you," said Tuma, "and say I think greater power would make you virtuous and good. But the truth is, I think the whole story is a pile of rock steed droppings. It's a load of nonsense you and your sisters tell each other to stay warm on cold nights in the mountains. Even if you find a Great Being, he will laugh in your face – that's what they do best."

"And if you're wrong?" the female said, a wicked smile curving the edges of her mouth upward.

Tuma returned her smile. "Then I won't live long enough to regret it, will I?"

"And what do you want in exchange?"

"Our freedom," answered Tuma. "And your pledge to destroy any baterra you encounter on your journey."

"The baterra pose no threat to us," she countered. "We carry no weapons that they would recognize as such. Why should we start a war with them?"

"Because the alternative is two dead Skrall you have to bury, and no more idea of where Angonce is than you had before," said Tuma. "You know, the problem with revenge is it is over so quickly. And when you are done, what is there left to do? Even miserable creatures like the Sisters of the Skrall need something to aspire to, to strive for ... isn't that true?"

''Of course,'' thought the female. ''In this case, we aspire to the destruction of you and yours. So we will seek out baterra for you ... and make sure they know just where you are.'' 

She nodded. "We have a bargain, Tuma. You and Stronius can leave ... but once we find our Great Being, we will see you two again. Be sure of that."

''That is what you think, witch,'' thought Tuma. ''As soon as we have seized the Bara Magna desert and destroyed any baterra that are left, we will find a way to eliminate you too.''

"A bargain it is," said Tuma. "And when – if – you return from your quest, be sure we will give you a... memorable welcome home."

*

The Sisters of the Skrall sat in council. It had only been a short time since they had done the unthinkable – allow a Skrall leader and elite warrior to walk out of their camp, alive. But a bargain had been struck: the freedom of the two arrogant males in return for information on the location of a Great Being named Angonce. 

"I do not believe their tale," one of the female Skrall whispered. "Why would Angonce have remained when the other Skrall fled? Why would he be there?"

"As a guard?" the leader of the sisterhood asked. "They say there is great power there... power that could make someone an emperor... or an empress."

"And we will seek out that power?"

The leader considered. Theirs had not been an easy existence. Banished from the sight of the male Skrall, abandoned to the wilds, struggling to survive while the males pursued their plans of conquest... and now Tuma, their hated enemy, had been forced to buy his freedom from them. His payment had been dear indeed, if it truly led to the secrets of the Great Beings. And if Angonce was still on Bara Magna, could he be far from that which was most treasured by his kind?

"We go," she said. "Gather the sisters together. We will travel to the Valley of the Maze and pierce its heart. And when we find what is hidden there... we will do the same to our Skrall brothers."

Tuma and Stronius had traveled in silence since they left the camp. Stronius was furious, that much was obvious. No doubt he would have preferred to die at the hands of the sisterhood than bargain with them. But a leader could not afford to allow personal pride to threaten the welfare of his people. Dying here would not have helped the Skrall legions at all. Sending the sisterhood off on a wild sand bat chase, and possibly having some baterra killed in the process, might prove to be a great boon.

''Stronius is a fine warrior'', thought Tuma. ''But he does not understand that sometimes a leader has to make deals with those he finds... repulsive.''

Not for the first time, he thought of Metus. The ice Agori had proven somewhat useful up to now, helping to strike deals with the bone hunters and providing information on the defenses of the various villages and the skills of their Glatorian. Lately, he had promised to share the secret of how to defeat the shapeshifting baterra, but he had yet to deliver on that pledge. Privately, Tuma doubted Metus truly knew anything of use on the subject. But he preferred to keep the Agori close by for now, at least until the second phase of the war against the villages had begun. Better to let him keep thinking his best interests lay with an alliance with the Skrall than risk him betraying battle plans to the Glatorian. A traitor, after all, can never be trusted.

Once the war was over and the Agori had been subjugated, of course, things would be different. Metus' usefulness would be at an end, along with his freedom … and quite possibly his life. He was a viper, and Tuma had no wish to suffer his company any longer than was necessary.

The Skrall leader abruptly stopped. The pass up ahead was narrow and dotted with trees. He and Stronius had traveled through it on the way to meet with the Sisterhood earlier that day and met with no incident. But things had been different then – for one thing, there had been fewer trees.

"You see it?" Tuma said, as softly as he could.

"Of course," Stronius answered. "An ambush, no doubt... well, we will make them regret this day before we're through."

"Will we?" said Tuma. "There are six of those 'trees,' each a baterra in disguise, and two of us. I doubt we will make it through the pass alive."

"So what do we do – call on the sisters for help?" Stronius sneered.

Tuma whirled and struck the elite warrior, sending Stronius sprawling on the ground. Before the warrior could leap up, weapon drawn, Tuma had his own weapon at the fallen fighter's neck. 

"Speak to me like that again," Tuma snarled, "and you may find you have something caught in your throat."

Stronius eyes flicked down to the point of the blade now pressing against his neck. He knew exactly what Tuma meant. He forced his anger down and bowed his head in the traditional Skrall sign of submission to a greater authority. Placated, Tuma withdrew his blade.

As Stronius got to his feet, he noticed something odd about the baterra who lay in wait for them. At first, he wasn't sure just what did not seem right about the scene before him. Then it hit him, and his hand went to his weapon immediately.

"The roots," he said. "Look at the roots."

Tuma did as he asked. Baterra disguises were traditionally thorough. If one changed its shape to look like a rock, it could be mistaken for a rock that had been in place for years. If another became a plant or a tree, there was nothing to give away that it had not been growing in that spot for ages. Even the roots of the trees looked to be buried deep in the ground, an incredible illusion.

Only the roots of these new trees in the pass were not growing down into the dirt. Instead, they were resting on the surface, and some were torn and ragged. Either the baterra were getting sloppy or...

"Those trees have been uprooted and placed there," said Tuma. "They wanted us to see them and mistake them for our enemy. And that means -- "

Pain exploded in the center of Tuma's back. He hit the ground, even as two baterra emerged from the rocks behind them -- or rather, the baterra had been the rocks behind them. They had run a double-bluff, focusing the attention of their prey on a fake ambush in front of them, while the true trap was behind them. 

''They are growing more clever'', thought Stronius. ''Here is hoping we live long enough to share that cheerful bit of news with Roxtus...''

Silently, the baterra advanced. Stronius readied himself for battle. He and Tuma would die with honor, at least. There would be no "deals" struck with this enemy. 

He raised his war club and, with a guttural yell of rage, Stronius charged.

*

Tuma opened his eyes. With a start, he realized he must have blacked out from his wound, leaving Stronius to face two deadly baterra alone.

The worst had happened. Stronius was unconscious on the ground, not far away. His war club and Thornax launcher were nowhere to be seen. Tuma knew that he had little chance of stopping the baterra on his own, but he would have to try. He reached for his sword... but it was gone. So was his launcher.

He was defenseless.

Tuma struggled painfully to his feet. His back throbbed with pain. The baterra's attack had pierced his armor and damaged some of the organic tissue within. He could still fight, and if he had a weapon, he was sure he could take at least one baterra with him. As it was, all he could do was face his death like a true Skrall.

"Come on, then," he shouted at the baterra. "Finish this!"

The baterra made no move to advance. They seemed puzzled, if such a word could be applied to machines.

"Sorry, Tuma. You're going to be disappointed."

The Skrall leader whirled at the sound. It was Metus, unarmed, leaning against a rock as if he didn't have a care in the world. As the Skrall watched in surprise, Metus walked up the two baterra and regarded them like they were just annoyances.

"Move along. Nothing to see here," he said to the two mechanical warriors.

To Tuma's amazement, the baterra did just that. They turned and walked away! His first thought was a dark one: that Metus was truly in charge of the baterra and responsible for all the Skrall deaths they had caused, not to mention all the other warriors they had slain back in the Core War.

Metus was smart enough to guess where Tuma's thoughts would be going. He turned to the Skrall with his arms out. "Now, Tuma, if I controlled them... If I had decimated your legions and your fortresses... why would I leave you alive to maybe put a dagger in my back? Use your brain. Remember what I told you.”

Tuma charged forward, ignoring his pain, and backhanded Metus, knocking the Agori to the ground. "I have grown tired of your insolence. I need no weapon to end your life."

"I just saved your life, yours and Stronius'," Metus spat. "A simple 'thank you' would have sufficed."

More than ever, Tuma wanted to shut Metus' mouth for good. But he couldn't escape the truth the Agori had spoken. The baterra were in a perfect position to kill him and his elite warrior, but hadn't. Why?

"You said you had a secret... a way to stop the baterra," Tuma said. "Is that what I saw here today?"

Metus got to his feet. "Just about. You're not dead, are you? Yes, I know a secret, and it's not one any Skrall would ever figure out on his own."

The Agori smiled. For a change, he was actually telling the truth. Long ago, in the closing days of the Core War, Metus had hitched a ride on a supply caravan heading to an Ice army outpost. Normally, he would have preferred to make his way on his own, but his ice axe had broken and was in for repair. He hadn't time to dig up a new weapon and didn't much like the thought of traveling through a war zone unarmed.

The wagons were ambushed by a dozen baterra. The Ice warriors and other Agori put up a fight, but none of them survived the battle. Through it all, though, the baterra just ignored Metus. Even when he grabbed the reins of a wagon and made his escape, they didn't pursue. The question of why dogged him all the way to the outpost. When he arrived, he told the warriors there that he had been knocked unconscious early in the battle and must have rolled under a wagon where the attackers couldn't see him. They seemed to accept the explanation.

Metus knew better, of course. There had been something different about him, something that led the baterra to spare his life. Once he realized that, the answer was blindingly obvious.

I wasn't armed, he thought. These creatures are killing warriors on every side. Their definition of "warrior" is anyone who has a weapon.

Now, here he was, years later, apparently the only being that had made this connection. The Skrall would never figure it out on their own, and even if they did, they would never want to do it – they would cut off their arms before they would lay their weapons down. When he saw Tuma and Stronius both unconscious, he had ditched his ice axe and rushed down, kicking their weapons well away from them. That brought the baterra up short, since their programming did not include attacking unarmed beings.

"You owe me," said Metus. "I think it's time we discussed payment."

"Our deal stands," Tuma growled. "Do not go too far, Agori."

"Really? All right, then I can always bring the baterra back here. You can try negotiating with them. Or you can talk to me, like a... civilized warlord."

Stronius was waking up. Metus decided he better wrap this conversation up fast. Stronius would snap him in half whether it was in the Skrall's best interest or not.

"Listen, you're a great and powerful leader," the Agori said. "You're going to be the ruler of Bara Magna pretty soon, and with my help, you're going to wipe out the baterra. But just in case something should go wrong... if you were killed in battle, say... someone should be ready to step into your boots, don't you think?"

"If a leader falls, an elite warrior takes over," Tuma replied, already not liking where this was going.

Metus laughed. "Stronius? Please. The guy couldn't lead a Spikit to dinner. And I won't work with him, meaning the baterra carve your last legion to bits. No, I was thinking more of... me."

Now it was Tuma's turn to howl with laughter. "You?? You are no Skrall, just a miserable traitor to his own kind. Perhaps I should hand you over to the Agori and leave you to their justice, Metus."

Metus crossed his arms over his chest. When he spoke, his voice had none of its usual bluster. It was cold and flat. "Those are my terms. If you get killed or become unfit to lead, the legion answers to me. Otherwise, just kill me now, Tuma. My death will only come a little earlier than yours and that of the rest of your warriors."

"They will never accept it," said Tuma. "They will never take orders from an Agori."

Metus chuckled. "If you go down, things will be so desperate they would even take orders from a lummox like Stronius. Anyway, you let me worry about that. Do we have a deal?"

"For now," Tuma said. "But once the baterra are defeated..."

"I'm on my own," Metus finished for him. "I got it. Well, don't be concerned – all of this will be over soon, and nothing's going to happen to you, right? You're just humoring an Agori."

"Yes," Tuma agreed. "Yes, it will all be over. Everything... and everyone... ends in time."

Metus smiled. He quickly retrieved his ice axe, and then happily "discovered" where the Skrall weapons had fallen. It had been a good day. Perhaps Tuma really would conquer the villages and the baterra in time, but the Skrall leader was in a dangerous profession. There was always the potential for accidents. Of course, it might be wise to include Stronius in the "accident" as well, if at all possible. The thought was a very entertaining one, and it kept him amused all the way back to Roxtus.

As for Tuma, his thoughts were his own. He would have to make a formal announcement to his legion, one they would have a hard time believing. But he would also give a whispered order to Stronius: if anything were to happen to him in battle, even a noble death at the hands of a Glatorian, the elite warrior was to immediately slay Metus.

Yes, everything ends, Tuma said to himself. But some endings are more painful than others, my Agori friend. Pray you never learn just how painful.

Tuma smiled and resolved to put the whole matter out of his mind for now. He had, after all, a world to win.

*

Axonn had been running for many days and nights. After being teleported from Metru Nui by the power of Makuta, he had found himself in a vast, barren landscape. At first, there was no sign of any life at all, Matoran or Rahi, or any habitation. That changed when he began to hear the screams. They were cries of agony and they were coming from Brutaka, though his old friend was nowhere to be seen.

The warrior had raced off in the direction of the screams. That had been – how long ago? A week ago? A month? He had crossed the wasteland that never seemed to end, but had been unable to find Brutaka. Strangely, he had felt neither hunger nor thirst on the journey, just an overpowering need to keep searching.

A few things had begun nagging at him, though, like the buzz of a fireflyer in his ear. The landscape never changed. He could swear he had seen the same rock formations time and time again, as if he were running in a circle. And Brutaka – not even he could endure what he seemed to be for weeks at a time. His screams should have died out long ago.

Then the crack appeared in the sky. It was only a small one, but bright light flowed through it from somewhere outside. That, too, made no sense. No sooner had Axonn said that to himself then the crack got bigger. Then more cracks started to appear, in the sky, in the ground, all around him.

''This can't be happening,'' Axonn thought. ''This can't be real. This... ''isn't'' real!''

The next instant, Axonn was sitting on a beach. Water lapped against the shore in front of him, and behind, a gentle breeze stirred jungle trees. Flying Rahi circled in the sky overhead, now and then diving down to steal a fish from the sea. There was no sign of the endless waste had been in before.

Of course not, he thought. I was never there. With his powers increased by being in Mata Nui's body, Makuta can pierce even an Order member's mental shields. My days and nights of running, Brutaka's screams ... all an illusion. 

Axonn rose. He still had his armor, his mask, and his axe. He wondered if perhaps his mask, which could see through any deception, had been the difference between his escaping Makuta's trap and being lost in the fantasy forever.

He didn't know for certain where he was, nor did he care at the moment. All that mattered to him was where Makuta was, and he knew that answer. Somehow, some way, he was going to make it back to Metru Nui – and Makuta was going to pay for what he had done, even if it cost Axonn his life.

*

Gelu, former Second Glatorian of the Ice Tribe, accepted jobs to protect caravans. While on one mission, he was attacked by the Bone Hunter Fero after sending the caravan away. Gelu was able to surprise the Bone Hunter, threw him off guard, and defeated him. As Fero hit the sand, a map he had been carrying was revealed, showing the entire city of Vulcanus. Gelu questioned the Bone Hunter about it, but Fero remained silent. Gelu departed to guide the caravan the remainder of the way.

After escorting the caravan to its destination, Gelu traveled with Metus and Gresh, on their way to Vulcanus for a match. While traveling, the group ran into some Agori having trouble with a wheel from their cart. Gresh and Gelu, knowing that it was Vorox territory, began to help fix and protect the caravan holding its supplies. Gresh told them there was not a fee for this, after the Agori at first refused the help since they did not have money to pay. The team fixed the vehicle quickly, and began to ride toward the two groups same destination, Vulcanus. After dealing with some angry Vorox, who had attempted to steal their supplies, the party made it into the city.

Later in one of the city's inns, Gresh and Gelu spoke about the Core War, the Shattering and about being a Glatorian. Afterward, Gelu, who was interested about the map he had found earlier, spoke with the Village leader, Raanu. Surprised by the detailed information concerning the city map, the leader had no doubt that an Invasion was at hand. Gelu began with a defensive plan for Vulcanus, involving any Agori they could spare. Ackar then approached the room and comments on the situation. Because he was the main Glatorian for Vulcanus, he would lead the strike. Gresh appeared as well, interested, and wanted to help immediately. The three Glatorian conversed with the leader and agreed to split up into three groups, each one seeking help from local Villages and their Glatorian. Ackar and Gelu headed northeast to an unknown location, Gresh traveled north to Tesara, and two other young Glatorian from Vulcanus journeyed west to Tajun.

Gresh had rode on into Tesara and tried to convince Vastus to join in and defend against the coming Raid. The veteran Glatorian refused however, saying that it may be trick by the bone hunters and that he would stay here and protect the Jungle Tribe, letting Vulcanus handle its own problems. Angry, Gresh stormed off. He was able to get a few young Glatorian to join him though and they continued to Vulcanus. Along the way, he found Strakk, and was able to swindle him into helping as well.

During that night, as Fero was traveling through the desert, he picked up on the journey of the two young Glatorian heading to Tajun. Catching on to Vulcanus' plan to find help, he gathered his fellow bone hunters, secretly circled the two and killed them. Later, Kiina and Tarix, searching for wild Rock Steeds who were reported to be seen in the area, found the two dead Glatorian. Suspecting danger, Tarix headed back to Tajun to protect it, and Kiina brought the young Glatorian to Vulcanus, for respective purposes.

Ackar and Gelu headed to the wastelands, to find Malum. As they journeyed deep into their den, the Vorox gathered around them, and Malum refused an audience. However being old friends with Ackar, Malum allowed them to explain why they were here. Relating the situation, Malum agreed to strike the Bone Hunters camp, in order to slow them down. He refused though, to help Vulcanus and did this for his tribe only. The three Glatorian and Malum's pack of Vorox, traveled to the camp during the night. The Vorox got into position, and gained a surprise attack as the battle starts. Proceeding to attack the stunned Bone Hunters they are able to kill at least half a dozen. The battle then turns to the bone hunters who have begun to regroup. Striking the devolved creatures with Thornax, Malum signaled their retreat and protects his tribe as they do so.

Many Vorox were killed or wounded from the strike, but Malum was pleased by the outcome, and showed the Bone Hunters that they were not to be underestimated. Ackar thanked Malum for his support and again asked the ex-Glatorian if he wished to aid them in the coming battle. Malum refused, but did wish them the best.

*

Far away from Axonn's island, Tahu and his ragtag team were facing the potential end of their own lives. The group was confronted by a squad of heavily armed Exo-Toa, prepared to imprison or execute them. Tahu doubted the machines much cared which option they pursued.

He calculated the odds. Lariska, Krahka, Johmak and he could take out four Exo-Toa, maybe even eight if they caught a break. That would still leave four of the machines free to cut them down. In the past, he would have just accepted the situation and vowed to go down fighting. Now he was trying to use his brain as much as his brawn, because the fight against Makuta could not afford to lose warriors to needless sacrifice.

He had settled on a plan – a mock surrender, followed by an escape attempt before they reached Metru Nui -- when the ground began to shake. At first, he thought it was another attack by Makuta. Then the tremors became more violent and some of the Exo-Toa lost their footing. They didn't have to bother getting up again. A chasm opened up directly under the machines and swallowed them up. Tahu ran to the edge of it, and saw nothing but darkness. At least, at first...

"Brother! Can you give me a hand?"

Tahu smiled. Onua Nuva was clinging to the rocky wall of the crevice. The Exo-Toa had not been so lucky, having tumbled down into what looked like a bottomless pit.

The Toa of Fire helped the Toa of Earth back to solid ground. He nodded toward the chasm, saying, "You still do good work."

"I have been keeping in practice," said Onua.

"We were just about to head south to find those Order agents you mentioned, the ones looking for weapons," said Tahu.

Onua shook his head. "Don't bother. Rahkshi got them, and the supplies."

"Then we pick another direction," said Tahu, "and we keep moving."

Lariska walked over, sheathing her dagger. "So. Any bright ideas? There are more Exo-Toa where those came from."

"And more Rahkshi," agreed Tahu.

"Onu-Matoran," said Onua, smiling.

"What are you talking about?" asked Lariska.

"Onu-Matoran live underground most of their lives," explained the Toa of Earth. "The first time they come to the surface, the bright light overwhelms them. Most are blinded for a short time, until they get used to the environment. That's how Teridax is now. He's not used to all this new power yet, or trying to see in every direction at once. He needs other eyes and ears within the universe – the Rahkshi and the Exo-Toa."

"What do you have in mind, and does it include explosions?" asked Tahu, hoping it did.

"Oh, it does," Onua assured him. "A Toa of Earth learns to - excuse the pun - keep his ear to the ground. Makuta may be all-powerful, but he still needs to make Rahkshi the same old way – by making worm-like kraata who then turn into his warriors. And I think I may know just where those kraata are coming into being."

"We strike there," said Tahu. "Maybe we can cut off his supply of Rahkshi, temporarily. It's a start."

"How far?" asked Lariska.

"We'll get there," said Onua. "Makuta picked the one source of Energized Protodermis the Order of Mata Nui wouldn't think to try and shut down – the one on their own island of Daxia. He leveled their fortress and seized control of the island. That's where we have to go."

"Guarded?" asked the Dark Hunter.

"Like it's the treasure of the Great Beings," said Onua. "Bring an extra dagger."

*

After traveling back to Vulcanus, the two Glatorian met with Kiina who had brought the bodies of the two Glatorian. Explaining the situation to her, she gave her opinion that they should retreat. Gresh, Strakk and a few others arrived shortly after. Gresh gave the news that a certain Agori they had met on their way back, was tipped off by the Skrall that the Bone Hunters were planning to attack from the east side of the city, coming right through Iron Canyon. This news surprised to the others, since the terrain of Iron Canyon was almost impossible to travel through. The group decided to prepare for traps throughout the Canyon before the Bone Hunters arrived.

The Bone Hunters a day later were lead by Fero when they journeyed into the trench. As they traveled, the Bone Hunters were hit with a series of traps, Thornax, rock slides and spears. This slowly began to pick the Bone Hunters off and infuriates Fero. As the Glatorian continued to release traps, killing more of Fero's men, the leader decided to retreat. Surprised by this move, Gresh trailed after the bone hunters, and came back to report that they been returning home.

The strategy brought speculation among the group, who agreed that the bone hunters could not truly be gone for good. Raanu however, pleased of the bone hunters retreat, thanked the Glatorian who had traveled to Vulcanus and wished them well. Hurt by the easily dismissing Agori, Gelu, Gresh and Kiina angrily left, despite Ackar's pleas to stay. Strakk would leave soon after.

Days later, Ackar, unconvinced of the Bone Hunters total retreat, continued to watch the village, taking night shifts as well. The next night, the Agori, Kyry, was knocked unconscious by a Bone Hunter while on guard duty. The army had traveled until they were sure that Gresh had stopped following them, and ventured down the Skrall River until south of Vulcanus. They then attacked from the south with more than two dozen Bone Hunters, defeating Vulcanus' defenses immediately. Ackar defended the city to the best of his ability, but was quickly outnumbered. Fero engaged to fight the weakened Glatorian personally and was about to strike Ackar down when he was surprised by an attack from a Thornax. Kiina and the rest of the Glatorian, including Tarix and Vastus, arrived and began to defeat the Bone Hunter's forces. With the Glatorian defending the village and Bone Hunters beginning to fall, Fero ordered a retreat, and Vulcanus was saved.

Afterward, when questioned by Raanu as how the Glatorian arrived and why they came back, Kiina answered they simply stationed themselves in the north, gathering some more help from other villages, until the Bone hunters eventual raid came. She told him that they came to save Ackar however, and not Vulcanus.

*

Lewa's mission was simple and straightforward. With the help of information from a surviving Order agent, he was headed for the island of Artakha. Somehow, the powerful ruler of that land had to be convinced to do more than sit back and make armor and weapons. They needed him in the fight.

As he came within sight of the island, he could tell he was already too late. Shattered Rahkshi littered the coastline, but more were advancing on the fortress. Artakha's Matoran workers were fighting a desperate holding action, but it was a lost cause. The only hope was to somehow pull off a rescue of Artakha himself before Makuta's forces overcame him.

Lewa was about to launch himself into a power dive when a voice echoed in his head. ''Do not,'' it said. ''It is too late. But there is another who can aid you, if I have fallen. Go to him. Persuade him to join your fight.''

"Who are you talking about? And where do I find him?" said Lewa.

''There is still time,'' said the voice of Artakha. ''I will send you to him. The rest is up to you.''

The world spun, and then Lewa was no longer in the air above Artakha. Instead, he was standing in a dark cave, facing a blank wall of stone. He could feel something behind him, the way one could feel a bog leech crawling up the back of the neck. Lewa wanted to turn around and see what was there – and at the same time, he knew he really didn't want to see.

“Turn.” This voice was also in Lewa's mind only, but it had none of the comfort and assurance that could be found in Artakha's. If it was possible for a voice to have a scent, this one reeked of death and decay.

"Who are you? Where am I?" said Lewa, staying right where he was.

“You are at the end of your journey ... the end of all journeys, Toa. And my name is Tren Krom.”
*

A few days later, while on his job of guarding caravans, the former Glatorian Gelu was attacked by a Skrall patrol in the Dunes of Treason. Taking a position behind the rock, he waited for the Skrall to get in view, and then fired his Thornax Launcher. During the fight, Gelu and the Skrall noticed a bright, falling object heading towards the east. As the Skrall were distracted, Gelu quickly made his escape into the desert.

Meanwhile, in Roxtus, several Vorox were chained to a wall as part of a Rock Tribe project to turn them into guards. One snapped his chains and started to rampage down a corridor, only to be stopped by the elite Skrall Stronius. Stronius was about to attack the beast until Tuma arrived, and ordered him to leave the Vorox to the Skrall warriors. Stronius obeyed, and two warriors carried the Vorox back to the prison. Stronius argued with Tuma about when the army should attack and as they talked, a light in the sky distracted them. They disregarded it, believing it was nothing more than a shooting star.

In the wastelands, Gresh, Vastus, and Tarduk discussed Tarduk's journey north, before Vastus knocked out a Bone Hunter with a Thornax. They walked over to the Bone Hunter, and discovered that he had a Rock Tribe shield in his possession. As they theorized about how the Bone Hunter got the shield, they spotted the falling object in the sky.

In Vulcanus, Kiina and Ackar engaged in a practice match. After Ackar tripped Kiina with his Flame Sword, they quit the match as Raanu arrived. As they discussed an upcoming Arena Match between Ackar and Strakk, they also spotted the bright object falling through the sky.

After drifting through space, the Kanohi Ignika, with Mata Nui’s spirit trapped in it, eventually crashed on the planet of Bara Magna, in a region close to the village of Vulcanus. The Ignika utilized the sand and particles in the air to form a new body for the exile, in order to preserve itself. Though unused to his new body, Mata Nui eventually accustomed himself to being the size of a Toa, avoiding stepping on a small Scarabax Beetle. The beetle, later named Click, climbed onto his new form and touched the Mask of Life, becoming the Scarab Shield. A Vorox attacked him soon after, and Mata Nui managed to stave off the primal warrior with his new tool. Mata Nui eventually broke the stinger of the Vorox, and it retreated. He attempted to let Click go, but the beetle refused to leave, and climbed back on Mata Nui's shoulder.
While traveling to Vulcanus, Metus encountered a mysterious being in the desert. The stranger, who introduced himself as Toa Mata Nui, desired a route to the nearest village. Metus offered him a ride to Vulcanus, and the two traversed through the desert on Metus' vehicle. While crossing through several ruins, the two were attacked by a Sand Bat, which knocked over their vehicle. Mata Nui was confused by the lack of Kanohi on the creature. Puzzled at the behavior of the Sand Bat, Mata Nui eventually realized that the creature despised sunlight, and worked with Metus to keep it above the ground. As the sun started to take its toll on the Sand Bat, Mata Nui let it retreat underground as an act of mercy, convinced that the Sand Bat had learned to respect the surface world. Metus decided to keep a close eye on Mata Nui.

*

Meanwhile, Kapura moved swiftly (for him) through the shadows of Metru Nui. His destination was the outskirts of Ga-Metru, specifically a portion of the Archives underneath that spot. The sign carved into the wall outside his shelter had told him where to go, and even who was to meet him there, but not the most important answer: why.

Cautiously, he peered around the corner of a building. The way seemed clear. Rahkshi stood guard over most entrances to the Archives, but not this one. It led to a section of the vast museum that had been deemed unsafe decades ago and abandoned. Even when Matoran and Toa retreated below in the days right after Makuta's take-over of the universe, they had avoided this region.

He slipped across the street and, with great effort, raised the hatch. It let out a shrill creak he was sure every Rahkshi in the city could hear. Kapura froze. Was that the whistling sound of Rahkshi flying through the air toward him? No, it was just steam escaping in Ta-Metru. He waited a moment more, and when no hostile force appeared, he ducked into the tunnel and closed the hatch behind him.

It was dark and dank inside. The faint stench of Muaka lingered in the air. Kapura found himself remembering another recent visit to the Archives, when he had gotten lost in the maze of passageways. That time, he had almost wound up a meal for an escaped exhibit and it was only the timely arrival of Toa Takanuva that saved him. He wished that his friend had picked a different place for their meeting... but then remembered that only this sort of a spot would do.

"You're late."

Macku stepped out from a recess in the wall. Her blue armor was stained with mud and she moved with a slight limp, a souvenir of an escape from some Exo-Toa a few days before.

"Sorry," said Kapura. "I had to make sure I wasn't followed."

"We'll wait a few more minutes for Hafu," Macku said. She sounded tired... no, beyond tired, Kapura thought. More like she was barely holding herself together.

"Is he working today?"

Macku nodded.

Kapura frowned. All of the Po-Matoran carvers had been put to work carving statues of Makuta for placement all around the city. The order hadn't come from their new "Great Spirit," but rather from the new "Turaga" of Metru Nui – Ahkmou. No, he wasn't a true Turaga – he had never been a Toa, after all, which was the prerequisite – but his past association with Makuta had put him in a position of power in the city.

"We should have killed that lousy traitor long ago," Macku muttered. 

Every Matoran remembered Ahkmou's crimes on the island of Mata Nui, involving the sale of comet balls tainted with Makuta's darkness. Many had heard the tales of his sins on Metru Nui as well, in the weeks before the Great Cataclysm. Although he had largely kept to himself for the past year, no one really trusted him. But Turaga Vakama insisted he not be exiled. "Better to keep a doom viper beside your bed than to let it wander free. At least then, you will know from which direction its strike will come."

The hatch opened again with a screech. A shaft of dirty light pierced the gloom of the Archives. Macku and Kapura instinctively hid until the light was gone. Then they heard the reassuring sound of Hafu's voice, saying, "Anyone remember why we wanted to come back to this city?"

Macku laughed, though there really was nothing to laugh at. But it felt good to be around these two Matoran again. So many of the others up above had given up. Rahkshi and Exo-Toa were everywhere, and the only Toa visible were the Toa Hagah, who seemed oblivious to everything going on around them. When questioned, they insisted that Makuta Teridax had been defeated and all was well on Metru Nui. Worse, one could tell they really believed this delusion.

"What's the situation?" asked Hafu. "You know that symbol is only supposed to be used in an emergency."

"This is an emergency," Macku assured him. She had taken a great risk drawing the "help" symbol – a crude sketch of a Rahkshi – near the homes of her friends. Ahkmou had forbidden the creation of any unauthorized art.

The Ga-Matoran turned and headed deeper into the Archives. Hafu and Kapura followed. She led them all the way down into the sub-levels, moving as if she knew the place as well as Ga-Metru. Kapura was completely lost and he suspected Hafu was, too.

"In here," Macku said quietly. She beckoned them to follow her into a large chamber that had once housed a particularly nasty specimen of Rahi primate. There was someone else in there now – a Toa of Water, wounded, stretched out on the stone floor. But it wasn't Gali or Gaaki or any other Toa Kapura recognized.

"Who is she? Where did she come from?" asked Hafu. Suspicion colored his voice. He had seen too many Makuta tricks to believe anything at first glance anymore.

"She says her name is Tuyet," said Macku. "And that she's here to help."

Hafu had heard the name once... something to do with Toa Lhikan, if he recalled correctly, but he didn't know the tale. "She doesn't look like she can help herself, let alone us."

"You might... be... surprised," the female Toa said, lifting her head to look at Hafu. "So might a lot of people. Tell me, where is Toa Lhikan?"

"Dead," said Kapura. "Killed by Makuta."

Hafu shot him a look. It wasn't smart to share information with strangers like that.

"And Toa Nidhiki?"

Kapura glanced at Hafu and shrugged. Then he turned back to Tuyet. "Dead, too. Makuta... ate him, I guess."

"Look, we're happy to see you and all," said Hafu. "But one Toa more or less isn't going to make a difference here. Not unless you have a super-weapon hidden away that can cleanse Metru Nui of Makuta's forces."

Tuyet sat up. She reached into her pouch and pulled out a piece of crystal about the size of her fist. "As a matter of fact, that's exactly what I do have."

"And do you think Makuta will give you the chance to use it?" asked Macku. Half hopeful, half skeptical.

"Makuta is the Great Spirit, correct?" asked Tuyet. "And the Great Spirit knows all about everyone who lives in his universe... where they are, what they're doing... all he has to do is think about them?"

Kapura nodded.

Tuyet smiled. "Then I am the perfect ally, little ones. I am dead... and have been for some 2000 years."

*

Speaking a little about Bara Magna and its inhabitants, Metus drove Mata Nui to Vulcanus, where they arrived in time to see the match between Strakk and Ackar as Metus explained the Glatorian social system to Mata Nui. Mata Nui was impressed by Ackar's skill, believing him to fight like the Toa of his universe. Ackar eventually won the match, though Strakk attacked him from behind after conceding. Mata Nui expressed disgust at the Ice Tribe fighter's actions, and asked Raanu why he was not intervening. Raanu responded that he was just an Agori, and could not fight a Glatorian. 

Mata Nui jumped into the arena as Strakk was about to land the killing blow, and battle commenced. After Mata Nui fell to the ground, Strakk's axe forced the Vorox tail to the Ignika, and the tail was transformed into a blade. Mata Nui attacked Strakk and he fell to the ground.  Mata Nui forced the Glatorian to concede to all the Agori present. Strakk tried to grab his Axe, but was stopped by Ackar. The Glatorian of Ice left, leaving Mata Nui and Ackar alone. 

While in Ackar's house, as the two fighters were discussing Ackar's profession, Metus approached them, offering to make Mata Nui a Prime Glatorian. Mata Nui politely refused, and Metus departed. When Mata Nui mentioned that his home world was far away from Bara Magna, Kiina emerged from the shadows, elated at the notion of being proven right about her theory of extraterrestrials. Ackar calmed Mata Nui, who was startled at the new arrival, offering his trust in Kiina to allay the suspicions of the former Great Spirit. Kiina offered to take Mata Nui to Tajun, where she had discovered something that she thought could help him return to his universe, on the condition that Mata Nui take her with him when he returned. Mata Nui agreed to the deal.

Mata Nui, Kiina, and Ackar traveled to Tajun on Kiina's Thornatus through Sandray Canyon. While discussing the possibility of a traitor in their midst, they were attacked by a Skopio. After evading the creature, they were chased by a band of Bone Hunters. Kiina attempted to make it to Tajun to get help, but the vehicle was knocked over by the Skopio. In an effort to secure a safe passage, Mata Nui rushed to the Skopio, in order to distract it. Meanwhile Kiina and Ackar started battling the Bone Hunters and managed to defeat several of them. The Skopio struck Mata Nui with a Thornax fruit, and he began to develop a plan for escape. He climbed onto the Skopio, and used the creature's Thornax Launcher to shoot at the Bone Hunters. Ackar and Kiina made it to the Thornatus, and attempted to drive out. Mata Nui, after being knocked onto a cliff, used his sword to cut through the rock, and created a rockslide, trapping the Bone Hunters and Skopio while he escaped with the Glatorian.

The three eventually made it to Tajun, where, to Kiina's despair, they discovered the village had been destroyed and a wounded Gresh, who had been staving off an invasion of Skrall and Bone Hunters. Gresh recounted the destruction of Tajun, then passed out. The three Glatorian realized that a traitor was in their midst, and was supplying information to both parties. Hearing the approach of Skrall and Bone Hunters, the Glatorian and Mata Nui concealed themselves, observing Tuma inspect the damage done to Tajun.

They soon entered the cavern in Tajun, where they found Berix, a Water Agori scavenger, hiding. Kiina angrily confronted the Agori, having forbidden him to enter the cavern earlier. Berix repudiated her authority and her allegation that he was a thief and then offered to tend Gresh, to which Kiina reluctantly acquiesced. While Berix worked, Mata Nui wandered around the lab to explore it. During his search, he discovered a room hidden behind the symbol of the Three Virtues. Descending into the room, he found Matoran inscriptions all over the wall. At the bottom of the room was a detailed plan of something resembling his former robotic structure, and Mata Nui spent some time studying it with his allies. He and the Glatorian briefly discussed the Great Beings, during which Kiina related their hatred for them.

Gresh eventually recovered, and the group managed to escape the village. In need of a replacement blade, Gresh asked Mata Nui to assist him. Ackar theorized that Mata Nui could perform a similar feat with their weapons as he had with the Vorox stinger. Mata Nui touched Ackar's weapon to his mask, and transformed the blade, imbuing Ackar with the power to channel Fire through the weapon. He did the same to the weapons of Kiina and Gresh, also bestowing them with Elemental Powers. When Ackar asked him to stay, and help them defeat their enemies, Mata Nui was unable to refuse; Ackar offered to be his teacher in return.

During their first training lesson, Ackar asked Mata Nui to attack him, in an effort to show the warrior the value of predicting moves. Mata Nui attacked ferociously, but found all of his moves countered by his mentor. Fatigue eventually set in, and Mata Nui abandoned the attempt, and asked Ackar how he could successfully block every move. Ackar responded by pointing out a Cave Shrike flying overhead, and instructed Mata Nui to guess what direction the bird would fly in. Mata Nui tried and failed to foresee the bird's movements, despite Ackar pointing out a habit the bird has that would help him figure it out. The Fire Glatorian led Mata Nui to a Rock Steed, in an effort to teach him the same lesson. After explaining how to tame a Rock Steed, Ackar launched himself at the beast. In their ensuing fight, Ackar was struck by the Rock Steed, and downed. Taunts from Mata Nui drew the beast away from Ackar, and Mata Nui began fighting the Rock Steed. By paying attention to the creature's moves, Mata Nui figured out its attack pattern, and used his sword to drive the creature away. Ackar applauded his efforts, revealing that he had faked being injured so that Mata Nui could properly apply his teachings. Relieved that his friend was not hurt, Mata Nui jokingly threatened to push Ackar off the mountain for his trick. The two then returned to Kiina, Berix, and Gresh, in order to resume their journey to Tesara.

Eager to test their newfound powers, the Glatorian halted the trip to Tesara in order to exercise their abilities. After they had used their elemental powers, Ackar assaulted Mata Nui, instructing him on how to observe his opponents for signs of weakness.

Upon arriving in Tesara, the Glatorian halted a fight between two prime Glatorian, Tarix and Vastus. Though they warned of the Bone Hunter and the Skrall's alliance, no one believed them. Mata Nui then transformed Tarix and Vastus' weapons, and they were taken more seriously by the Agori present. Later, Berix stealthily left to follow someone he had seen leaving to speak to the Skrall. When Kiina confronted him, convinced he was the traitor, they both were kidnapped by the real traitor and several Bone Hunters. 

*

Makuta Teridax, in the huge robotic body that once belonged to Mata Nui, surveyed the world he stood upon. There was nothing but water for as far as the eye could see – ''and when one is 40 million feet tall,'' reflected Makuta, ''one can see quite far.''

It was, he decided, quite a dull world. Oh, it was true that beneath the surface of the vast ocean, escaped prisoners of the Pit still struggled to survive. But they were so unimportant as to be beneath the notice of so great and powerful a being as himself. While it was true he could not affect their fates in the same way that he could one of the living things that dwelled inside his body – the Toa, Matoran, etc. – his new body had enough power to vaporize this ocean, if need be. Perhaps he would do it before he left this world, just for amusement.

And make no mistake – he would be leaving this planet of endless sea. There were other worlds out there, teeming with life, waiting to be conquered. Why should he be satisfied with ruling a "universe" inside this body, when he could master a true universe of planets and suns and stars? This robot body had the power to lay waste to cities, to shatter mountains, and yet Mata Nui had never used any of it. Well, Makuta would not be so foolish.

Naturally, there would be preparations to be made. He would need to extinguish any last bits of rebellion within the universe of the Matoran first. It would be stupid to risk some critical breakdown in his systems in the middle of a war, just because some tribe of Matoran decided to value the concept of freedom over the hard, cold facts of death. When this was done, Makuta would beckon to the red star above and begin his journey.

The thought sparked another, an even more wonderful idea. He had expelled the Mask of Life from inside him, with the mind of Mata Nui trapped in the mask. The powerful Kanohi had gone flying into space, perhaps to burn up, or shatter against an asteroid... or, somehow, to find refuge on some other world. Though far away, it was still a part of this body, and Makuta knew he could find it again. He could track it down, no matter where, and extinguish any flickers of hope that Mata Nui might be feeling. The mask and all its powers were a dust mote in Makuta's eyes now, and he would prove it by crushing it to powder with his armored heel.

It was a pleasant fantasy, but there were realities that had to dealt with first. He had sensed the presence of another Makuta among the Matoran, which should have been impossible. All the other Makuta had been slain, either by him or by Order of Mata Nui agents. Well, that was not strictly true, he supposed... Miserix was still alive, though that former leader of the Makuta did not know it. As far as Teridax's old enemy knew, he had been changed into a two-dimensional drawing on a wall, and that was how everyone else saw him too. In the old days, it would have taken a considerable amount of energy to maintain such a successful illusion, especially for another Makuta. But with his powers amplified by his new form, it was practically effortless.

But the Makuta he sensed was not Miserix. No, it was one who was totally unfamiliar... and yet disturbingly familiar at the same time. And since he could not be an existing one, nor one who was just created, there was only one answer.

''He has come from another dimension. My enemies have recruited a Makuta to use against me. How... enterprising of them. I must give their new recruit a proper welcome.''

Mazeka and his newfound Makuta ally found themselves in an uninhabited portion of the southern continent. The valley they stood in was actually quite lush and beautiful, but Mazeka remembered well the tales of this place. The tall grasses that swayed in the light breeze were guardians of this place. They could sense movement and responded by wrapping themselves around the offending foreign object and strangling it. The remains would then be pulled underground and the valley would go back to looking beautiful and unspoiled.

"Stay still," he advised the white-armored Makuta beside him. This was an alternate universe version of Makuta Teridax, from a world where the Makuta had never gone bad. In return for agreeing to leave his old enemy Vultraz there, he had been given the opportunity to bring one inhabitant of that dimension back with him. He had chosen that world's Teridax, hoping the double would be able to predict the actions of the original.

"We have such things in our world too," said the alternate Teridax. "We know how to deal with them."

As Mazeka watched, darkness began to creep over the valley. Wherever it passed, the grasses withered and died. "Wait a minute," said Mazeka, suddenly suspicious. "You told me that Makuta in your world had banished all trace of shadow from inside them. How can you control the darkness then?"

The alternate Teridax gave a whisper of a smile. "I cannot. But I can absorb the light... and what is darkness, but the absence of light? And now, I believe we have someplace else we need to be."

Walking down the now darkened path, the two allies made their way out of the valley as their quest truly began...

*

Upon hearing that Kiina and Berix had been kidnapped by the Skrall, Mata Nui set out for Roxtus, to confront Tuma and free his allies. Before leaving, he climbed atop a cliff to plan, and watched the Agori pull the two pieces of Tesara together. Ackar visited him, and provided him with the route to Roxtus. When the Agori were finally able to link the village pieces, Mata Nui realized that they made a figure, though he chose not to explain it to Ackar, believing that the conversation about his past was for a later date.

In the Skrall camp, Kiina and Berix, worrying about their imprisonment, resolved their differences while the Skrall and Bone Hunters awaited the approach of Glatorian, having set up a trap to lure them away from the villages using Kiina and Berix as bait. Upon entering the Skrall camp and seeing Kiina and Berix imprisoned above, and the Skrall and Bone Hunters who surrounded him, Mata Nui challenged Tuma to battle, forcing him to accept the challenge. Tuma attacked Mata Nui viciously, boasting to all assembled after each successful blow. The battle continued, and Mata Nui, using Ackar's battle teachings, felled Tuma by spotting a weakness in Tuma's armor and repeatedly hitting that certain spot with his shield. As Mata Nui claimed Tuma's shield in victory, Metus stepped forward, proclaiming himself the traitor. Mata Nui let Click go into the sands to prevent further harm from coming to the Scarabax. Metus gloated about his plan, and Mata Nui realized that he could succeed in his ambitions, as they were the only ones that knew of his deception. Before the assembled army of Skrall and Bone Hunters could attack, a massive being composed of Scarabax beetles arose from the desert, frightening the army and shattering their ranks. Mata Nui freed Berix and Kiina, reunited with Click, and began fighting the escaping Skrall, assisted by the other Glatorian who had come to help. Even though they were outnumbered by the Skrall, Mata Nui refused to give up, rallying his allies. Noticing an escaping Metus, Mata Nui gave chase to the Ice Agori. The warrior cornered Metus as he was fleeing in his vehicle, defeating his two Skrall guards. Ignoring Metus' frantic pleas to spare him, Mata Nui lifted the Ice Agori and touched him to the Ignika, transforming him into a viper. The snake Metus slithered away, confident that his army would succeed. His words reminded Mata Nui of his imperiled allies, and he ran back to assist them. Reuniting with his allies, Mata Nui realized that by combining their weapons and powers in an act of unity, they could hope to defeat the Skrall. Their united powers obliterated the Skrall army, winning the battle.

Agori began uniting the village pieces of Bara Magna, and Mata Nui traveled to the top of a cliff to watch the progress. Ackar, Kiina, Gresh, and Berix approached him, and they discussed the momentous event; Mata Nui then named Ackar as the leader of the united Bara Magna. When they looked upon the uniting villages, Berix remembered a coin he had found, and showed it to Mata Nui. The coin depicted a robotic structure, and on the reverse side was a symbol Berix showed as matching the Skrall shield. Mata Nui realized it to be a map of some sort. He resolved to get to the bottom of the mystery, and thanked his friends for their support in the battles. Mata Nui then declared his intention of following this map and the Glatorian and Agori stated that they would go with him. The villages were finally all combined, and Mata Nui named Ackar lead defender and Raanu as head of the united Mega-Village of Bara Magna.

*

Toa Tuyet could hardly believe her good fortune. Thousands of beings she might have encountered in this universe, and she had found two who did not remember her or her deeds. That would make things so much easier.

Her momentary weakness, the result of a difficult journey to get here, had passed. Now she walked through the Archives behind the two Matoran, Kapura and Macku, listening to them talk. It had not taken her long to grasp the situation here. Her old fears had been proven right. The Makuta had rebelled against Mata Nui and now controlled this universe. ''If Lhikan and Nidhiki had listened to me, none of this would have happened... because there would have been no Makuta left alive,'' she thought.

How well she recalled how it had all come about. She had been a Toa in Metru Nui, millennia ago. Using a powerful artifact called a Nui Stone, she had tried to make herself mighty enough to destroy those she perceived as threats to peace – the Dark Hunters and the Makuta. She knew other Toa, like Lhikan, would object to her plans, so she had to keep it all a secret.

Unfortunately, it could not stay hidden for long. Dark Hunters arrived in Metru Nui, seeking the Nui Stone they believed she had. To neutralize them, she framed them for murders of Matoran that she herself had committed. Toa Lhikan and Toa Nidhiki captured the Dark Hunters, but later tumbled to the fact that she was the murderer and had the Stone. In the ensuing battle, the stone was shattered and she was captured.

The Toa locked her up in the Coliseum until they could decide what to do with her. One night, a golden figure appeared in her cell, identifying himself as Botar of the Order of Mata Nui. He told her what she had already figured out for herself: pieces of the Nui Stone were embedded in her body now, making her a living battery of Toa power. No conventional prison would be able to hold her for long, not as long as there were Toa anywhere around from whom she could drain power. But the Order wanted more than a more efficient way to lock her up – they wanted the secret of the Nui Stone so they could make more.

This was an effort so secret that only the highest ranks in the Order knew about it. So a complicated plot ensued. Botar teleported Tuyet to another dimension, one where no Toa existed for her Nui Stone to drain. To keep this concealed from lower-ranking Order members, a second Tuyet – from yet another dimension – was taken to the Pit in her place. This double was even altered so that she had crystals embedded in her, although not from a Nui Stone. She would remain in the Pit, while the original Tuyet would be locked up and interrogated about the nature of the Stone.

For 1500 years, the Order tried to pry the secret of the Stone out of her, with no success. All the while, she plotted her escape. Working on one of her guards, she managed to convince him of the justice of her cause (after all, the Order disliked Dark Hunters and Makuta as much as she did). Finally, the guard was sufficiently on her side to help her fake her own death in an explosion. Believing her body was vaporized, the Order didn't bother to search for her. Meanwhile, she used technology from that dimension to escape.

With no map, it took her two thousand years to make it back to her own universe... two thousand years filled with visiting worlds teeming with Toa from whom she could draw strength. Finally, she found a way back home, ending up in the Metru Nui Archives.

As for what had happened to her double in the Pit, she had no idea. She supposed the Order would know, and one day, if she was bored, she would squeeze the information out of them. But for now, she had bigger tasks ahead of her.

Tuyet had no doubt she could organize and lead a successful rebellion against Teridax and bring him down. But she had no intention of allowing Mata Nui to regain control. Thousands of years to think about it had convinced her that Mata Nui was weak, or he would have wiped out the Makuta himself long ago. No, what this universe needed was a ruler who was strong, decisive, unafraid to do what had to be done.

''Someone like me,'' she said to herself. ''Yes, someone very much like me.''

*

Mata Nui, Ackar, Kiina and Vastus encountered a trapped Thornatus in the Sandray Canyon. It was freed by Vastus and Kiina, who combined their elemental powers to do so. As Mata Nui lectured how they shouldn't let their guard down, Metus tried to assassinate the group by dropping a large boulder on them. Click noticed the transformed Agori, and confronted him. Metus paused his plan and decided to eat Click. The Scarabax was pursued until finally cornered, where he summoned a large swarm of Scarabax beetles. They defeated Metus, ignoring his protests and he was then launched through the air. Click then returned to the Glatorian, where Kiina chided him.

Mata Nui talked to Vastus, who told him of Tarduk's tales of the north. While looking for Tarduk, Mata Nui encountered Crotesius, who told him of his failed journey to the Valley of the Maze with Tarduk. Mata Nui sought the Jungle Agori out, though he had already left for the north once more.

The former Great Spirit led Gresh, Kiina, and Berix on a quest to the Valley of the Maze, which he believed held the answers to reclaiming his universe. However, Berix was injured by a Thornax as they were ambushed by a group of wandering Skrall. After driving them off, Mata Nui urged the others to stay behind, fearing his friends' safety. They reluctantly agreed and Mata Nui continued his quest alone, Click being his only companion. Traveling north through the Black Spike Mountains, Mata Nui arrived at the sacred Valley and walked inside the maze, determined to reach the tower stationed in the middle of the labyrinth. 

Meanwhile, the Agori Sahmad, a fierce slaver now out of work since the siege of Roxtus, drove his Baranus V7 and assaulted Ackar and Kiina dwelling on the outskirts of the newly built Mega-Village. Using their superior Elemental Powers however, the pair of Glatorian quickly subdued the bandit. As Gresh appeared, Ackar and Kiina discussed Mata Nui's long absence, and Kiina expressed concern over their missing friend. Ackar reassured her however, and the three returned to the Mega-Village to tend to Berix's injury and continue to defend the Agori. 

Upon entering the maze, Mata Nui encountered a pool of water, which he suspected to be a trap. He knew no other choice remained but to press on, and began wading through the pool. The water froze almost instantly, and when Mata Nui attempted to shatter it with his blade, it erupted into flames. Mata Nui broke free, and continued through the maze. He wandered through the maze for a length of time, and eventually encountered a moving wall, which opened to reveal an array of Thornax Launchers. Click became the Scarab Shield, which Mata Nui used to block the Thornax blasts, and eventually boomeranged the shield, destroying all of the launchers. Desperate for a solution to his problems, Mata Nui continued forward, making it to the heart of the Maze. 

The structure in front of him had no visible doors or windows. There was no sign that anyone

lived inside or had for years. However, the fresh footprints of an Agori nearby said this might be

the place. The answers he sought were inside, he was certain of it, but far less sure of how to

reach them. Once, only mere months before, he could have reached down from the

heavens and torn the roof from the building. A complex array of sensors could have located the

Agori or any other person or object he sought from a world away. One stride could have carried

him many kios across the land.

That felt like a lifetime ago. Then, his mind and spirit lived inside a miracle of engineering,

towering some 40 million feet in the air. But he had been driven from that body and exiled to

the desert world of Bara Magna. If not for the power of the Mask of Life he wore, he wouldn’t

even have a body now. As it was, he was only a little over seven feet tall, vulnerable to pain and

hunger and thirst, and from removed from the power to shake worlds.

“Seven feet tall”, thought Mata Nui. “I really hate being short.”

After weeks of traveling and many dangers, here he was, confronted by yet

another mystery with no easy solution.

“By the Great Beings, I have had enough of this,” Mata Nui growled. His voice echoed off the

peaks all around.

Amazingly, there came an answer. The words came from the fortress, though there was no sign

of anyone to speak them. They floated through the air on a whisper so soft he almost missed it

over the sound of the breeze.

“What do you seek?”

Mata Nui took two quick strides forward and stared up at the fortress. “Entrance,” he said.

There was a long silence. Then the voice repeated, “What do you seek?”

“I wish to enter,” Mata Nui replied, more loudly. “But I see no way to do so.”

This time, the voice did not hesitate to respond. When it did, there was a trace of iron in its

tone, as if the speaker were losing patience.

“What do you seek? What is your burden? What brings you life, and death?”

“So it’s not asking questions”, thought Mata Nui. “It’s posing riddles. This fortress, and the maze

that surrounds it, were designed to keep out anyone who might use the power of the Great

Beings for selfish reasons. So if I don’t give the right answers here …”

He allowed himself to wonder if Tarduk had made it this far, and if so, had he given the wrong

answers? What, then? Had the Great Beings rigged traps to destroy potential intruders? Were

his creators really that ruthless?

“What do I seek? It’s a very good question”, he admitted. “When I first came to Bara Magna, all I

wanted was to escape and save my people from the evil of my enemy, Makuta. I didn’t know

then that this place was tied to my origins. I didn’t know I might find answers here to questions I

had never asked.”

Mata Nui sat down on the ground and stared at the stone walls of the fortress. He was going to

have to give this answer a lot of thought.

*

“Where is he?” Kiina asked. She was standing amid the dunes of the Bara Magna desert, her

eyes fixed on the northern mountains. “He should be back by now.”

Beside her, Ackar nodded. “Perhaps. But we’ve got no idea how far he had to travel, or what he

might have found.”

“Or what might have found him,” Kiina added, grimly. “We should have stayed with him, no

matter what he said.”

The two were warriors and Mata Nui’s closest friends. He had helped them free their villages

from the threat of the Skrall, but not stayed around for thanks. Shortly after the villages had

agreed to unite into one mega-city, Mata Nui had departed to track down the meaning of

Berix’s coin. Ackar and Kiina, accompanied by another warrior, Gresh, and Berix had gone with

him.

The way had been fraught with danger and the battles had been fierce. After Berix was badly

wounded, Mata Nui had insisted that the others turn back and return to the desert. Ackar had

argued that it was too perilous for Mata Nui to go on alone, but Mata Nui remained adamant.

“No, my friends,” he had said. “You are needed there, with your people. I have to find a way

back to mine.”

Now, weeks had passed with no sign of him. Ackar felt the same worries Kiina did, but saw no

reason to make her feel worse.

“We have to believe Mata Nui knows what he’s doing. It’s not the first time he’s gone off on his

own,” he reminded her. “Last time, it was to save your life.”

“Right,” said Kiina. “So I owe him … and I pay my debts. With or without you, I’m going after

him.”

Ackar knew there were some things on Bara Magna that one couldn’t argue with: an enraged

Skopio, a hungry swarm of scarabax beetles, and Kiina once she had her mind made up.

Besides, there came a point where being a true friend to Mata Nui meant not respecting his

wishes on everything.

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll get supplies. You find Gresh. He’s going to want to come too.”

Ackar started to turn away, but Kiina reached out to stop him. When he turned back to her, he

saw real fear in her eyes.

“Do you think he’s okay?” she asked. “I mean, he couldn’t be … you know … could he?”

“If anyone can come back out of those mountains in one piece, it’s Mata Nui,” Ackar answered.

“So let’s make sure we’re there to greet him.”

*

Lewa stood stock still. Artakha had teleported him into a cavern, but he was not alone there. No, evidently he was sharing it with some being named Tren Krom ... and something told Lewa he really didn't want to get a look at his host.

“Turn”, Tren Krom said again. His telepathic "voice" reminded Lewa of a nest of slithering borer worms.

"I am ever-fine right here, thanks," said Lewa. "Artakha said --"

''I can guess why you have come, Toa,'' Tren Krom replied. ''I too heard the voice of Makuta Teridax coming from every corner of the universe. But what would you have me do? I have knowledge that could be used as a weapon against him, but knowledge without the experience to use it is less than useless. And I am bound to this island by the Great Beings, unable to venture forth.''

"And if the Great Beings did it, I doubt I have the power to quick-free you," said Lewa. "So this journey was another waste of time."

''Perhaps ... and perhaps,'' said Tren Krom. ''There may be a way. But it would involve great risk ... and success, for you, might be worse than failure.''

"Everyone I care about is at risk," Lewa answered. "Everything that matters to me has been poisoned by Makuta's corruption. I'll do whatever it takes to stop him."

''You may live to regret your choice,'' said Tren Krom. ''But the choice has been made just the same.'' 

Lewa felt a tentacle wrap around his neck. His arms went up to tear it away, then stopped halfway there. The next instant, the world began to spin and he felt as if his insides were being yanked out a piece at a time. There was light and pain and impenetrable darkness. And when the shadows cleared away, Lewa was staring at ... himself.

He looked down, for only a micro-second, long enough to see a huge tentacled mass grafted to stone. Instinctively, he knew that was Tren Krom's body – and his mind was inside it.

"Freedom." The word came from Lewa's mouth, in Lewa's voice, but it was spoken by Tren Krom. "After so long, I have a body again ... a strong, powerful body that can take me from this wretched place ... thanks to you."

Lewa tried to speak and couldn't. At first, he panicked. Then he recalled that Tren Krom had spoken to him telepathically. He concentrated and his words echoed in "Lewa's" brain.

''What have you done? I didn't quick-agree to this!''

"You said 'whatever it takes,'" Tren Krom replied. "This is what it took. But do not fear – I will honor our bargain. I will use what I know to stop Teridax. All I ask in return is freedom. Is a life spent in exile here so high a price to pay for the safety of all you know and love?"

Before Lewa could form an answer, Tren Krom – in the body of the Toa Nuva of Air – had left the cave. Lewa tried to pursue, but the great bulk of this body was a part of the island itself. He could not move.

''And if I don't find a way to get my body back,'' he said to himself, ''I'm going to be ever-trapped here for good.''
*

Mata Nui had been staring at the fortress for hours, rolling the questions around in his head. He

had moved on from trying to divine the correct answer to the first, and focused on the second.

What is my burden?

That was easy. He had left behind a universe full of beings that depended on him, Toa and

Matoran willing to sacrifice their own lives on his behalf. His carelessness had allowed evil to

usurp rule over his home and placed all those lives in jeopardy. Now here he was on Bara

Magna, with little clue how to make things right again, reduced to trying to figure out

maddening riddles. It was beyond frustrating. He had a duty to save his people, and he was

wasting time like –

“Wait a minute”, he thought. “Duty … it’s duty that drives me on, the responsibility I feel for the

people of my universe. Duty is my burden!”

Everything suddenly made sense. The Great Beings had taught him about three “virtues,” which

he and the Matoran he protected were to live by. They were unity, duty and destiny. If the

answer to the second question was duty, then perhaps …

Mata Nui rose. “I seek … unity!” he shouted.

“What is your burden?” the mysterious voice asked.

“Duty,” answered Mata Nui.

“What brings you life, and death?”

“The same thing that brings it for everyone else”, thought Mata Nui. “Destiny,” he said.

Before his eyes, the stone blocks in the center of the fortress seemed to soften and melt

together. A square gap about eight feet high appeared at the base of the building. Then the

stone became stone again, with a doorway now in place.

Mata Nui glanced at Click, the scarabax beetle who he had befriended on his arrival on Bara

Magna. It now rode on his shoulder, but did not look very happy about that fact just now.

“Looks like an invitation,” said Mata Nui. “What do you think?”

The beetle clicked its pincers together furiously, a clear sign of displeasure.

“That’s what I thought you’d say,” Mata Nui replied. “Well, sorry, old friend, we didn’t come all

this way to stand outside.”

Mata Nui entered the tower. He half-expected another maze inside, but it was quite the

opposite. A stairway leading down awaited him, but no other exit. Sword at the ready, he

descended the stairs.

They seemed to go on for days, winding around and around with no end in sight. Then Mata Nui

began to feel the heat, an overwhelming wave that almost staggered him. It grew worse the

further down he went, but he pressed on. There was, after all, no other choice.

When he finally reached bottom, it took him a moment to take in the incredible scene. A large

chamber stretched out before him, bare of any furniture. In the center of the floor was a pool

of lava, boiling, churning, and glowing red hot.

And hanging suspended above it, upside down and bound in chains, was Tarduk.

“Help … me …” the Agori croaked.

“Hang on,” said Mata Nui. He took a few steps backward, broke into a run, and leaped toward

Tarduk. Catching hold of the chain, his momentum carried it and the Agori away from the lava.

When they were almost at the far wall, Mata Nui slashed through the links with his sword. The

chain snapped and he and Tarduk fell to the stone floor.

“I can’t … I can’t believe you did that,” gasped Tarduk. “I thought I was cooked.”

“What is this place?” asked Mata Nui, getting to his feet and helping Tarduk do the same.

“I don’t think you’d believe me if I told you,” the Agori replied. “But you can believe this: we’ve

got to get out of here, now!”

“You go,” said Mata Nui. “I came here for answers and I’m going to get them.”

A violent tremor shook the chamber. Gouts of lava shot up from the pool, raining down on the

stone floor and burning through the rock.

“The only answer you’ll get here is what happens after death,” said Tarduk, already running for

the door. “Come on!”

Mata Nui stood rooted to the floor for a moment. He had gone through so much to reach this

place, and now he was supposed to flee from it? But Tarduk was right, something very bad was

happening here. The stone all around was melting, but not from the heat. No, the structure was

shifting, turning into something else as he watched. If he didn’t move, and quickly, he would be

trapped here – so he ran.

Tarduk was already halfway up the stairs. When he reached the top, he dashed out the door

and up into the rocks. Mata Nui followed not long after. Both turned to see the entire tower

melting like a block of ice in the sun.

“Incredible,” said Tarduk.

Mata Nui said nothing. His attention was riveted on the scene before him. Something was ri sing

out of the ground beneath the tower, and the tower itself was sliding away as if to make room

for it. The first thing he saw was the molten lava, followed quickly by what looked like an entire

mountain pushing its way up from beneath the earth. It was an awe-inspiring sight – an actual

volcano, given birth in a matter of moments.

“Incredible isn’t the word,” muttered Mata Nui. “It’s impossible.”

Tarduk pointed up at the river of lava flowing slowly from the crater. “Looks pretty possible to

me. But what could cause it?”

Mata Nui gestured at the maze. “The same that caused all this – the Great Beings. That’s no

natural volcano.”

“How do you know?”

Mata Nui smiled. “Let’s just say I know something about volcanoes that aren’t really volcanoes,

and leave it at that. Stay here. I’m going in.”

“Into that?” Tarduk said, shocked. “You’ll be killed!”

“I don’t think so,” Mata Nui said, already walking toward the eruption. “I think I was meant to

go in there … or someone was.”

Ignoring the heat and the ominous rumbles coming from inside the mountain, Mata Nui began

to climb the slope. He hacked at the rock with his sword, trying to make an entrance. To his

surprise, the rock crumbled easily, to reveal smooth, polished metal underneath. He struck at

the gleaming metal, but his sword bounced off without leaving so much as a scratch.

Even more determined now, Mata Nui continued to chip away at the rock. After several

minutes, he had uncovered what appeared to be a hatch. Grasping the handle and pulling with

all his strength, he was able to force it open just wide enough for him to slip inside. Warning

Tarduk again to stay put, Mata Nui went into the volcano.

Mata Nui knew what the inside of a real volcano looked like. He had seen his share on hundreds

of worlds, some of which made Bara Magna seem like a little corner of paradise. They looked

nothing like what he was seeing now.

The inside of the “mountain” was a mass of pipes, conduits, and wires, all vibrating from a low

hum that filled the entire structure. It was so crowded that it took an effort for him to even

move ahead. The pipes were hot, no doubt from pumping the “lava” toward the top of the

edifice, where it could be disposed of. “Efficient and deceptive”, he thought, “two hallmarks of the

Great Beings’ work.”

Forcing his way through a nest of cables, he found himself in a small, open area. The first thing

he noticed were plans on the wall for a giant robot, the same plans he had earlier seen in a

cavern near the village of Tajun. Mata Nui smiled. He had been right. There were answers to be

found here, for there was a connection between here and the construction of his original body.

Next to the plans was a blank screen. Mata Nui reached out and brushed his fingertips against it

and it flared to life. A series of images flashed by at mind-numbing speed: schematics,

calculations, notes, details of design and construction. It all went so quickly it was impossible to

consciously focus on any one thing, yet Mata Nui could feel the knowledge flowing into his

mind just the same. It was overwhelming and painful, but he endured. This is what he had come

here for – this was his origin story.

He saw it all now. The early experiment that had failed, the one that resulted in robot pieces

scattered all over the Bara Magna desert; the discovery of protodermis, an artificial substance

that could exist in multiple forms, the key to the creation of his original body and the nanotech

that dwelled within it; and more, he saw why he had been created and for what purpose.

A conflict raged, a Core War over a substance Mata Nui recognized as energized protodermis.

Even the Great Beings were not sure of its properties, but the silvery liquid transformed or

destroyed whatever it touched. It was flowing up from inside the planet and the various tribes

all wanted to claim it. But tapping the power of the volatile substance would result, the Great

Beings discovered, in the destruction of the world.

When their efforts to end the war failed, they built a giant robot they called Mata Nui. His

purpose: to leave the planet before it shattered and travel the universe, gaining the knowledge

to prevent such a terrible war from happening again. After 100,000 years, the pieces of Spherus

Magna would be stable enough to be brought together once more. And that was why Mata Nui

truly existed – his mission was to undo the errors of his creators and to heal the world.

“That’s it! That’s what I’m supposed to do”, he exulted. “My destiny is to recreate Spherus Magna

as it was before the Shattering … to make the three pieces of the planet one again.”

Now it all became clear to him. He had been on his way back from his exploration of the

universe, heading for Bara Magna, when he was attacked from within by the evil Makuta.

Rendered unconscious, he crashed into the ocean of Aqua Magna. The impact had temporarily

damaged the memory core of the robot, causing him to forget his mission. Even when he was

reawakened by a band of heroes called Toa, he had been without purpose. Before he could

initiate self-repair and retrieve the knowledge he needed, Makuta had seized control of the

robot and exiled Mata Nui’s consciousness into space. By chance or design, he had ended up on

Bara Magna, his original destination.

He was armed with the knowledge he needed at last, but staggered by its implications as well.

To achieve his mission, he needed his original body, or something close to it. More, the task of

reconstructing the planet required the power of not one, but two robots.

“There was supposed to be a second one”, he realized. “The Great Beings were supposed to build

another Mata Nui! But they never did … maybe the planet’s end came too fast, or maybe they

were killed. And … I can’t do my mission alone. I can’t do what I was created to do.”

Mata Nui sank to the floor. For the first time in his existence, he felt truly defeated. The hope

he had held onto, even through his exile, was extinguished. Even if he got his old body back, he

couldn’t –

“What’s the matter?”

He turned at the sound. It was Tarduk, who had followed him in despite Mata Nui’s orders.

Being smaller and more agile, the Agori had had no trouble navigating through the jungle of

iron and wires.

Seeing no reason to keep it secret, Mata Nui laid out what he had learned. Tarduk listened

intently. When the tale was done, the Agori walked over and pointed up to the plans.

“I don’t know what you can do about your old, um, body,” he said. “But from what you said,

you already have a second one. It’s lying in the Bara Magna desert, isn’t it?”

Mata Nui nodded. “Yes, but it’s been dead for well over 100,000 years. It has no power, and

even when it was active, it was unstable.”

Tarduk frowned. “Not sure about stability, but as for power… what does this remind you of?”

Mata Nui looked around. Of course. He had been so caught up in learning about his past, and

then the overwhelming odds against achieving his mission, that he never realized.

The “volcano” was a power plant.

“The plans,” he said, rising. “That’s what was created here – the power source for my body!

And if they planned to build a second robot --”

“Then there might be a second power source,” finished Tarduk. “It’s worth searching for,

right?”

*

Tren Krom stood on the shore of what had been "his" island for so many thousands of years – his home, his prison, his place of torment. For almost as long as he could remember, he had been trapped here by the power of the Great Beings. By all rights, he should hate them and their creation, Mata Nui, and want revenge.

Strangely, he did not. Yes, he had raged against his imprisonment and vowed vengeance more than once. But as time passed, he grew wiser, recalling the old saying that "no one fights in a burning house." Pulling down the Great Beings' creation would not profit him at all. In fact, it would mean his death as well. And, despite having been pushed aside for Mata Nui more than 100,000 years ago, Tren Krom still felt a sense of responsibility for the universe he once looked after.

That was why he had tricked Toa Nuva Lewa into swapping bodies with him, so he could escape the island at last. What he hadn't counted on was that he would not get Lewa's power over air in the bargain. Without this, and with no boat or air vehicle, he had no way to leave the shore. Still, that was no worry. He knew who had sent Lewa to him, and so he knew the answer to his power.

''Artakha, hear me.''

It was a telepathic message projected over an unimaginable distance. Yet the answer came within seconds.

''I am here, Tren Krom. I see you are still ... resourceful.''

''The body will be of use,'' Tren Krom conceded, ''but only if I can travel in it to Metru Nui. You can make that happen.''

''And should I unleash you on the universe, then?'' wondered Artakha. ''The Great Beings bound you for a reason, so that Mata Nui could rule with no rivals.''

Tren Krom cursed. ''Stop wringing your hands, you ancient fool. If you did not need me free, why did you send the Toa? You knew what I would do.''

Artakha sent no message back. Instead, the world around Tren Krom began to shimmer and fade. When his vision was clear again, he was standing in a subterranean tunnel filled with a collection of broken equipment and dust-covered artifacts. He had never physically been to this place before, but he knew what it was: the Metru Nui Archives.

''My thanks,'' he thought.

Artakha's reply was stern. ''See that you carry out your end of the bargain, Tren Krom. And do not even think of keeping a body that is not yours. I will find a way to destroy it before I will let you steal it for all eternity.'' 

Tren Krom ignored him. He was more concerned with finding his way to where he needed to go before Makuta Teridax acted to stop him. The Archives were a labyrinth of tunnels and none of the minds he had read recently knew the layout. He reached out, looking for a sapient being nearby who might know how to navigate the maze.

He found something else entirely. His mind brushed against another, one of incredibly strong will and ambition. Before he could probe deeper, he heard figures approaching. Readying Toa Lewa's weapon, Tren Krom braced for an attack.

"Lewa! Look, it's Toa Lewa!"

The happy cry came from a Matoran villager. A quick scan of his mind revealed his name was Kapura, and his companion was Hafu. But it was the blue-armored female that traveled with them that most intrigued Tren Krom.

"Isn't it great, Hafu? Now we have two Toa with us – Lewa and Tuyet."

Tuyet? Tren Krom took the time to read her mind, being none too subtle about it. He saw her past efforts to take over the universe, and her plans to try again in future. This one was powerful and dangerous ... but she might be useful, as well.

For her part, Tuyet just smiled. She knew this was no Toa of Air who stood before her. She had never met Lewa Nuva, but no Air warrior wearing a Mask of Levitation had the kind of mental powers she sensed. So who was this, really, and why was he disguising himself as a Toa Nuva?

"If you are opposed to Makuta, then your help would be very ... ever-liked," Tren Krom said, hastily adding in some treespeak for the benefit of the Matoran. 

"I'm sure," said Toa Tuyet. "You have a plan, I take it?"

"If I did not, I am sure you would," Tren Krom replied, looking her right in the eyes. "Perhaps we can ... quick-help ... each other?"

"What a break," Kapura said, smiling. "Don't you think so, Hafu?"

The Po-Matoran looked from Toa Tuyet, who he didn't trust, to Lewa Nuva, who didn't seem like himself. "Yeah. Wonderful," he muttered.

The small group waited until nightfall. Then they slipped out of the Archives, heading for the Coliseum. Along the way, they passed Toa Pouks and Toa Bomonga casually strolling through the city as if nothing was wrong.

"Who are they?" asked Tuyet. "Traitors to the Toa cause?"

"They're the Toa Hagah," Kapura explained. "Something happened to them ... no one knows what. But they walk right past Rahkshi like the monsters aren't even there." He shrugged.

Intrigued, Tren Krom touched the minds of the two Toa Hagah. ''Ah,'' he thought, ''a simple trick. Teridax made these Toa see a false reality where all is peace and serenity. For them, it's an iron-clad illusion they could never break free of on their own. But for me ...''

A fraction of Tren Krom's mental power tore Makuta's artificial reality to bits. Pouks and Bomonga shook their heads, as if waking from a dream. Even as he restored them to the real world, Tren Krom sent his power cascading to the minds of the other Toa Hagah, freeing them as well.

"Perhaps fortune will smile on Metru Nui, and these Toa will return to their senses soon," Tren Krom said. "Time will tell."

"It usually does," said Tuyet. "What will time tell about us, I wonder?"

Tren Krom looked at her. "Hopefully, nothing either of us would regard with shame."

"Oh, no, of course not," she replied, with a chuckle.

"Where are we going?" asked Hafu. "And do I really want to know?"

Tren Krom pointed to the Coliseum. "There. I have a message for Mata Nui. It may mean the difference between life and death for everyone."

"Mata Nui?" asked Hafu, incredulous. "But Mata Nui isn't there. Makuta Teridax exiled him from the universe, maybe killed him. How are you going to get a message to him? And what could he do to help us now, anyway?"

Tren Krom looked at the Po-Matoran. A strange smile came to Lewa Nuva's mouth, the corners of it bent at an odd angle. "The answer to both those questions is the same ... you would be surprised, Hafu. Very surprised."

*

Raanu, elder of the city, looked at Mata Nui as if his guest had just transformed into a sand bat.

“Ridiculous. Insane. Impossible!” he said, his voice rising. “How could you even ask such a

thing??”

“Well, you couldn’t expect an enthusiastic yes”, Mata Nui said to himself. “You’re not just asking a

lot of these people … you’re asking everything of them.”

Ackar, Kiina and Gresh shifted uncomfortably behind their friend. Mata Nui had explained what

he needed and why, but even to them it sounded bizarre, if not mad. But their faith in their

friend outweighed their doubts. If Mata Nui said he had to do this, then they would help in any

way they could.

Raanu looked at the three Glatorian in disbelief. “You stand with him. Don’t tell me you support

this … this … this lunacy?”

“We know how it sounds, believe me,” answered Ackar. “Still, Mata Nui has earned the right to

be heard, hasn’t he? Without him, we would all be slaves to the Skrall.”

“I don’t expect you to just take my word, Raanu,” said Mata Nui. “Let me show you what I’m

talking about. Please.”

Raanu wanted to snap, “No!” and throw these maniacs out of his chamber. If Mata Nui was

telling the truth, he didn’t really want to know it, because the consequences to the Agori could

be catastrophic. Yet if there were facts he was refusing to face, where would his honor be then?

Ackar was right: they all owed Mata Nui more than they could repay.

“Very well,” the elder said. “We’ll go now. But I make no promises.”

“I don’t ask for any,” Mata Nui assured him.

Less than an hour later, they were standing on the slope of a peak, looking down upon the city.

Not long ago, the tribes of Bara Magna had lived in individual villages, built around massive

metallic structures that dated from ancient times. After the war with the Skrall, it became

obvious that the best way for the Agori to defend themselves from future threats would be to

unite their villages into one giant. With enormous effort, they dragged the huge structures

across the desert and linked them together.

Mata Nui, Gresh, Berix, Kiina and Ackar were standing at this very spot when the pieces came

together. In shock, they saw that the shelters when assembled formed not just a city, but a

body – a gigantic robot body. Mata Nui couldn’t help but see the resemblance between it and

the body that had once been his.

Raanu had heard all the rumors about what the city looked like, most of them coming from

Berix. He had been too busy setting up a new government for the Agori and arranging defenses

against bone hunters and Vorox to worry about it. Now that he saw it, he couldn’t deny what it

appeared to be.

“Interesting,” Raanu said, as he looked down at his city. “Perhaps it was something the Great

Beings built – or tried to – ages ago. But what of it?”

“You’re right. They did create it,” Mata Nui replied. Even having seen it before, the image of the

robot body stretched out across the sand still shook him. “But something went wrong. It

exploded, raining parts all over the desert. And they stayed scattered until the Agori brought

them together again.”

“You haven’t answered my question,” Raanu said. “So it’s a failed experiment. It’s also our

home and our only protection against our enemies. What does it have to do with you?”

Mata Nui pointed down at the city. “I guess you could say it’s my … ancestor. I once had a body

much like that, before I came here. And if I am going to get it back again, I need t o … borrow …

that one.”

Raanu glared at Mata Nui, his eyes as hard as shards of volcanic rock. “We’re done here,” he

said. Without another word, he began the trek back down the mountain.

*

That night, Mata Nui sat around a fire with Ackar and Gresh. The mood was somber.

“Are you sure you have to do this?” asked Gresh. “There’s no other way?”

Mata Nui never took his eyes from the flames. “I’ve told you about my universe and my people

how I failed them, how my enemy, Makuta, seized control of it. But there’s one thing I left out.”

“What do you mean?” asked Ackar. He had never heard this tone in Mata Nui’s voice before. It

worried him.

“One universe won’t be enough for him,” said Mata Nui. “Makuta is hungry. He’s waited tens of

thousands of years for the power he has now, and now that he has it …” His voice trailed off.

“We thought the Skrall couldn’t be beaten,” Ackar reminded him. “You showed us different.

Whatever force this Makuta commands – however big his army – he can’t be invulnerable.”

Mata Nui abruptly rose and stalked off from the fire. “You don’t understand! The power at his

fingertips … it’s the power I used to wield. I know what it can do. He could crush us all under an

armored heel and never notice, or sweep the entire city away with a gesture.”

He turned back to Ackar, a fierce intensity in his eyes. “Makuta could destroy this planet, before

any of us could raise a sword against him. Believe me.”

Gresh’s eyes widened. He looked at Mata Nui as if he had never seen him before. “You mean

you …?”

Mata Nui nodded. His voice dropped to a whisper. “Yes, Gresh. Before I came to Bara Magna, I

could do all that and more.”

“And did you?” asked Ackar.

“No,” replied Mata Nui. “That wasn’t why I was created.”

The only sound then was the crackling of the fire. After a few moments, Ackar walked up to

Mata Nui and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Hey. You believed in me when I didn’t believe in

myself. Anything I can do, just say the word.”

Ackar turned to Gresh. “How about you, kid?”

Gresh looked Mata Nui right in the eyes. “I’ve fought for the people here. All the Glatorian

have, and long before you ever got here, Mata Nui. We thought you were one of us, or at least

something close.”

“Gresh!” Ackar snapped.

“It’s all right,” said Mata Nui. “Let him have his say.”

“I’ll have my say, all right,” said Gresh. “Now you tell us you were some kind of – I don’t know

what – with more power in one finger than every warrior on this world put together. And you

say you want the city – that robot body – why? So you can have that power again? We didn’t

overthrow the Skrall so some armored giant could rule over us.”

“That’s enough,” said Ackar.

Mata Nui took his sword and offered it, hilt first, to Gresh. When he spoke, there was no anger

in his voice, but an almost frightening calm. “I’m not here to rule anyone. I’m trying to save

your people and mine. But if you can’t believe that, my friend, then take my weapon and lock

me in a cell. I won’t fight you.”

Gresh hesitated.

“Take it,” Mata Nui repeated.

Again, Gresh made no move to do so. Mata Nui finally put the sword back in its sheath. “Then

help me,” he said to Gresh. “Or else get out of my way.”

*

Not far away, Raanu sat in his chamber, deep in thought. He had half-expected this day to come

ever since the villages had been united. After all, he knew far more about the Great Beings’

creations than anyone else suspected.

Once, Bara Magna had been part of a larger world called Spherus Magna. Then came the Core

War, a global conflict that resulted in the shattering of the planet. During the dark days of that

war, Raanu had briefly served the Great Beings as they attempted to stop the fighting.

It was during that time that he saw firsthand something the Great Beings were constructing. It

was a massive robot with the power to fly into space. At first, he thought that perhaps it was

intended to carry all the Agori away to safety. When it turned out that wasn’t the case, he

rejected it as just one more idle experiment by rulers who had lost touch with those they ruled.

In the struggle for survival after the Shattering, he had forgotten all about it.

Then Mata Nui arrived. He began to hear tales about his exile from another universe, his

knowledge of the Great Beings, and plans he had uncovered for a huge robot. Kiina said he

seemed to recognize them, and more, to have some connection to them. That was when Raanu

began to suspect there was more to this visitor than there at first seemed to be.

Now he knew. The “universe” Mata Nui had been exiled from was the body the Great Beings

had built – he didn’t know how or why such a thing could have happened, but then he never

understood the Great Beings’ science in the first place. Now Mata Nui wanted a new body to

replace his old one, even if that body was the city of the Agori.

Could he say no? After all, without Mata Nui, there would be no city. The Skrall would have

enslaved all the Agori, slain all the Glatorian, and hold Bara Magna in an iron grip. He couldn’t

deny it was Mata Nui’s heroism and inspiration that saved his people.

Yet, how could he say yes? With no city, the Agori would be little better than Vorox or bone

hunters, forced to survive in the harsh desert with little protection. And all for what? Mata Nui

acted like this was a matter of life or death, but never specified whose life and whose death he

was concerned about.

Raanu had consulted with the other Agori leaders and some of the other Glatorian. They had all

agreed that they would leave the decision up to him, confident he would choose the wisest

course.

The Agori rose to leave. He would have to talk to Mata Nui – he owed the warrior that much.

And he would have to prepared for whatever might happen, if he told Mata Nui no.

*
"I told you this was a bad idea," said Toa Kongu.

"Quiet," hissed Toa Hahli.

"Is the Order sure of its information?" asked Nuparu.

"As sure as they can be, with things as they are," replied Hewkii.

"Then we better get to work," said Jaller.

The five surviving Toa Mahri were crouched on the western shore of the island of Zakaz, home to the murderous Skakdi race. Ordinarily, it wasn't the sort of place any sane person wanted to visit, wracked as it was by a millennia-old civil war. Back when they were Toa Inika, Jaller and his team had battled six Skakdi, the Piraka, and barely escaped with their lives.

Their mission here was as simple as it was perilous. The Order had learned that Nektann, a powerful Skakdi warlord, had allied with Makuta Teridax and led his army on a journey south. Now it was vital to find out if any of the other warlords were going to follow his lead.

On top of that, there was a mystery to be solved. Following the widespread destruction on Daxia, the sea snakes that were once the evil Piraka had vanished. It had been believed they were just buried in the rubble, but rumors were flying they had been rescued and spirited away to Zakaz. For what purpose, no one could say.

To accomplish either of these, they had to get past the Skadi guards on the shore. That was Kongu's job. Using his control of air, he robbed the guards of anything to breathe until they passed out. Once they were down, the Toa Mahri advanced.

Their next obstacle was a small encampment of warriors, surrounded by a wall of thick stone. "Want me to bring the wall down?" asked Toa Hewkii.

"Just like we planned," nodded Jaller.

Hewkii concentrated and extended his power over stone to the wall. The next moment, the rocks began to explode. The alarmed Skakdi, thinking they were under attack by another tribe, rushed to their defenses ... but couldn't spot the enemy.

After a few minutes of "bombardment," they scaled the rubble and fled into the night.

Jaller turned to the Toa of Water. "Hahli?"

"It's this way," she answered, taking the lead. The Toa moved swiftly across the uneven terrain until they reached the mouth of the cave. By now, they could all hear the rushing of water. Hahli led them inside, where they saw an underground river.

"Perfect," said Nuparu.

"The Order says that will take us right into one of the larger ruins," said Hahli. "All we have to do is swim."

"That again?" asked Hewkii, in mock protest.

The Mask of Life had transformed the Toa Inika into water-breathing Toa Mahri not long ago. Then it had changed them again, making them true amphibians. One by one, they dove into the river and began to swim through the cold, dark water.

After an hour or so, during which time Nuparu discovered that there were some very nasty fish under Zakaz, they emerged in another cavern. Just beyond the mouth of the cave was a large area of ruins, in which about 500 Skakdi were gathered. One, obviously a warlord, was addressing the gathering.

"The Brotherhood of Makuta is no more," he bellowed. "The Dark Hunters are a battered ruin. The Toa are scattered and hiding like stone rats. Who is there left for anyone to fear?"

"The Skakdi!" yelled the crowd in response.

"I don't like the sound of this," said Hewkii.

"I think you're about to like it less," said Nuparu. He was crouched down, with one hand on the soil. "Something is moving underground, maybe 20 bio from where we are. Something big."

"For too long, we have been penned up on this island, by the will of the Brotherhood," the warlord continued. "And now one of their number controls our universe, and believes he controls us, as well. But we will show him he is wrong!"

"Okay, well, it doesn't sound like he and Teridax will be playing kolhii together anytime soon," said Jaller.

"And I think he's just getting warmed up," said Hahli.

"Let our salvation now rise," shouted the warlord.

"Here it comes," said Nuparu.

Now they could all feel the rumbling underground, and soon, they saw what was causing it. A huge tank was rising up in the center of the ruins. One glance and the Mahri knew all too well what was inside of it.

"That's energized protodermis," whispered Jaller. "How did they --?"

"Questions later," said Kongu. "Look at who just joined the party."

The Skakdi were hauling prisoners toward the tank. One was a Zyglak, the savage race of outcasts known for being virtually invulnerable to the elemental powers of Toa; next came a Vortixx, the crafty race that had spawned the evil Roodaka; and after that, one of the brutish race that served as laborers on Stelt.

"This makes no sense," said Hahli. "Even if they throw them into the liquid, the three of them might just be destroyed by it ... probably will be. So what's the point?"

"None," said Nuparu. "Unless ... unless, somehow they know those three are destined to transform."

"But the only one who could know that would be --"

"Teridax," finished Jaller. "They probably don't even know he put this idea into their heads. It's another one of his sick games."

"Just got sicker," said Hewkii. "Or are those not the Piraka I see?"

The Toa of Stone was correct. Five Skakdi were carrying five sea snakes, each of the serpents gasping to breathe. At the warlord's signal, the three prisoners and the five snakes were thrown into the energized protodermis tank. So engrossed were the Skakdi that they failed to notice a strange, greenish cloud that emerged from the nearby lake, hovered in the air a moment, and then plunged into the energized protodermis tank.

The liquid began to froth and bubble. The Toa Mahri could see a shape forming in the silver fluid, something monstrous and horrible.

"Tell you what," said Kongu, "call me when it's over. I don't think I want to look."

"I don't think the Order's going to like this," said Nuparu.

"I don't think anyone is," said Jaller.

And then, before their eyes, a new and terrible form of life began to climb from the tank...
*

Raanu found Ackar and Gresh just outside the city, near the ashes of a fire. They said Mata Nui

had gone off on his own into the desert. Ackar offered to accompany the Agori leader if he was

going to seek Mata Nui out, but Raanu said no. Torch in hand, he followed Mata Nui’s tracks

into the dunes.

He found the object of his search sitting on rock, staring up at the stars. Raanu decided to waste

no time. “I know who … and what … you are. At least, I think I do.”

Mata Nui glanced down at the sand, then at Raanu. “Then you should know that I was created

for a reason. I have a destiny to fulfill, and to do that, I need --”

“I know what you need,” Raanu said. “The Agori need it, too. Why are you more important than

they are?”

“Raanu, when I came here, I didn’t know where I was or why,” Mata Nui answered, his voice

low. “Now I have my answers. I know I am asking a lot of you, of all of you, but you have to

believe me. I’m here to help. Give me the tools to let me do that.”

“From what you’ve said, your own people believed in you, and it didn’t get them very far,” said

Raanu.

Mata Nui started to reply. Then he stiffened, his gaze locked on the stars again. “He’s coming.”

“Who?” asked Raanu, annoyed. “Don’t think you can trick me --”

“It’s no trick, you …,” said Mata Nui. He caught himself before saying something that might

insult the respected elder. “Can’t you see? Makuta has found me and he’s coming here. I can

sense it – I lived in the body he wears for 100,000 years – I can feel its approach. Raanu, I’m the

only one with a prayer of stopping him. You have to grant my request before it’s too late!”

Raanu had never felt the burden of leadership rest quite as heavy on his shoulders as it did right

now. It would be easy to dismiss Mata Nui as lying or insane and forget the whole thing. The

problem was he knew it would be an injustice. Mata Nui wasn’t crazy, or being deceitful, he

realized. The warrior was genuinely afraid for himself and Bara Magna. And if a being who

faced down an entire Skrall legion on his own felt fear, there had to be a good reason for it.

He almost could not believe the words that next came out of his mouth. He wasn’t aware of

making the decision. But once it was made, he knew that no other decision had been possible.

“Very well,” said Raanu. “I am putting the survival of my people into your hands, Mata Nui. I will

give you what you ask. But know this … betray us, and no suit of armor will protect you from my

revenge. That artificial body existed as shattered parts once before, and it can do so again.”

Before Mata Nui could say thank you, Raanu turned and walked back toward the city. “We will

begin the evacuation at dawn,” the Agori leader said over his shoulder. “Be ready.”

I have been ready for this since the moment I arrived here, thought Mata Nui. But the bigger

question is – am I ready for Makuta?

*

Toa Helryx had made a decision.

Alone in her prison, with only the thoughts of Makuta Teridax and a portrait of Makuta Miserix for company, she'd had time to think. Teridax had made a point of telling her what he planned to do – harness the power of the Great Spirit's body and use it to conquer worlds. She had no doubt he could do it, too, unless he was stopped.

But how?

The obvious answer lay with the Matoran. There was an obvious connection between their labors and the health of the mechanical in which they lived. Simply put, if they stopped working, the robot would die, and Makuta Teridax with it. The problem was that Teridax would not tolerate a strike. No doubt he would slaughter some Matoran, in particularly agonizing ways, until the rest gave in. Brave as they were, the Matoran couldn't be counted on to stand firm in the face of their friends' suffering.

There was, of course, another problem too. The robot's death would inevitably mean the death of everyone that lived inside it – Matoran, Toa, Vortixx, Skakdi, everyone. The planet outside had no known land masses, and so no place to flee to. The inhabitants of the Matoran universe would suffocate or freeze in the darkness.

As leader of the Order of Mata Nui, Helryx had often had to make decisions that sent agents to their deaths. It came with the job. But could she make a decision that would send an entire universe to its grave?

Yes, as it turned out. She could.

Teridax had to be stopped before he killed or enslaved billions of innocents in the universe beyond. She wasn't certain she could bring him down, but she had to try. Her prison was near a sensitive area, whose destruction might be enough to slay the Makuta. A nova blast using her water power might do enough damage. Even if all she could do was cripple him, perhaps others could finish him off.

She closed her eyes and drew upon all her power. If she had any doubt or regrets, she pushed them aside. Helryx would do what she had always done: whatever was necessary.

An impossibly loud pounding broke her concentration. Had Teridax already discovered what she was about to do?

The next moment, a wall caved in. Stepping through the rubble were two Matoran, Toa Nuva Lewa, and a figure Helryx never thought she would see again: Toa Tuyet.

"You!" the Order leader snapped. "What are you doing here?"

"You're welcome," Tuyet replied. "I had no idea you were locked up here, Helryx. Poetic justice, considering how your kind imprisoned me for centuries, isn't it?"

Helryx looked to Lewa. Tuyet, free, was potentially a terrible menace. Perhaps if she and the Toa Nuva of Air acted quickly, they could take the rogue Toa down. But Lewa was paying no attention to Helryx. Instead, he seemed to be fixated on the picture of Miserix. Makuta Teridax had transformed his old enemy into a painting on the wall in a unique and nasty act of murder.

"Lewa? What are you doing?" she asked.

The Toa of Air ignored her. Instead, he muttered, "Interesting. Not dead, but so convinced that he is that he might as well be."

"Don't mind him," said Tuyet. "He's not this Lewa. I'm not sure who he is, only that he knew how to get us here. And now that we are here, I am sure I can find some way to use our arrival to my advantage."

Helryx glanced back at Lewa. The Toa of Air had his eyes closed and was reaching out with his right hand. But no cyclone erupted from his outstretched palm. In fact, nothing was happening at all. 

And then, suddenly, something did.

The portrait of Miserix warped, as if it was folding in on itself. An instant later, Makuta Miserix himself stood in the chamber, in full reptilian glory. The Makuta looked dazed at first, then his eyes filled with rage.

"Where is Teridax?" he bellowed, so loud the walls shook.

"Well," said Tuyet. "That was a surprise."

"Shut up," Helryx barked, "all of you." She turned to the two Matoran. "Hafu, Kapura ... this is no place for you. Go back to Metru Nui and get word to the resistance. Tell them to be prepared to act, and tell them ... to make their peace with the Great Spirit and each other."

Hafu took a step forward, ready to argue for staying. But Kapura laid a hand on his arm and shook his head. There was no fight coming that they could be a part of ... somehow, he knew that this Toa of Water was talking about the end of everything.

Now it was Lewa Nuva's turn to speak. “A message must be sent. Mata Nui must be prepared.”

"Who are you?" demanded Helryx.

"You knew of me as Tren Krom," said the Toa. "Like Tuyet, I am recently escaped from my prison. Now I have a task to perform."

He advanced past Helryx, walked to wall panel, and tore it off. A small bank of machinery had been hidden behind it. As he started to manipulate the controls, Helryx, Tuyet and Miserix all moved to stop him. 

"Hold!" 

Everyone in the room whirled to see who had spoken. Standing in the opened wall were Brutaka and Axonn. Brutaka was levitating and a greenish aura surrounded him. Axonn's left arm hung useless at his side. Both looked like they had been through a war.

"Tren Krom must do what he set out to do," Brutaka said. "The three must be one. This universe must live so that a world can be whole once more."

"This universe must die, and Teridax with it!" Helryx replied. "Axonn, Brutaka, I order you to subdue these three."

Brutaka smiled. "We no longer take orders from you, Toa Helryx. We take our orders from destiny."

"Just so you know," Axonn added, "Brutaka's his own 'we' these days. Long story."

Tuyet had stopped paying attention. She was eavesdropping on Tren Krom. Whatever message he was sending was for the most part not an audible one, but now and then he would mutter something she could catch. So far, she had heard the words "Ignika" and "golden armor." Both were intriguing, to say the least.

"Enough talk," growled Miserix. "Teridax is inhabiting this metal shell, and that means it gets destroyed, along with anyone who gets in the way."

"Don't start something you can't finish," warned Tuyet. "I may have use for this universe."

"Brutaka, maybe Helryx is right," said Axonn. "Maybe this is the only sure way of stopping Teridax. Maybe it's what Mata Nui would want us to do."

Before the startled eyes of the Kapura and Hafu, battle lines were drawn. On one side stood Helryx, Miserix and Axonn – on the other, Tuyet, Lewa Nuva, and Brutaka.

"If it must be, it must," said Brutaka. "To save this universe, then ... Axonn, Helryx and Miserix must die."

*

Mazeka stood on a ridge. Down below, he could see the remains of a dead village. He recognized it as having once been home to a small group of Ba-Matoran, those whose element was gravity. It looked like it had been overrun some time ago, but there were no sign of any Matoran corpses. Perhaps the villagers escaped into the hills, he thought, or maybe they were just captured. 

"Your universe is very ... turbulent," said Makuta Teridax. The white-armored warrior stood beside Mazeka. He came from an alternate universe in which the Makuta had never rebelled, but had instead stayed loyal to the Great Beings and helped save a world. He had come to this universe with Mazeka to try and free it from the control of his evil counterpart.

"That's one word for it," replied Mazeka. "It's hard to remember a time in my life when I wasn't fighting. I've been lucky. I'm still alive. Not sure that can be said about the Matoran who lived down there."

"If they died, maybe it was a mercy," said Teridax. "Maybe they are better off not seeing what their universe has come to."

"Now you sound like our Teridax," said Mazeka. "I guess you two aren't as far apart as I'd like to think."

Teridax shook his head. "A turn to the left instead of the right, a wound received or avoided, rising from slumber an hour too early or too late ... these are the little things lifetimes hinge on, Mazeka. Your Teridax took a step on a path that circumstances allowed me to avoid. If circumstances had been different, who knows?"

"Meaning that if you took control of this universe instead of him ...?"

"I might be just as wicked," Teridax answered. "It is always a possibility."

Around them, the winds rose. In a moment, they had gone from gentle breeze to a screaming maelstrom, so powerful it knocked Mazeka off his feet and sent him tumbling toward the edge of the ridge. Teridax fought to stay focused, ignoring the storm as he used his power to keep Mazeka from falling. But the ground erupted beneath his feet, shattering his concentration. Mazeka fell down the slope, followed swiftly by Teridax.

They landed among the ruins. Mazeka's impact shattered the long dead corpse of a Visorak into fine black powder. Teridax hit hard, but rolled with the fall and was back on his feet in an instant. Now that he looked around, he could see other bodies of Visorak spiders scattered here and there. The villagers who had lived here had gone down fighting.

Then a voice came from the dead mouths of the Visorak all around. Teridax recognized it as his own voice, but touched with madness and evil. "I see you have brought company, Mazeka ... and such company."

"It's Makuta," Mazeka said. "He's found us."

"Yes, I never noticed your entry, I must admit," Makuta said through the dead spiders. "But did you really think a pale and weak version of myself could stop me now?"

"Weak?" said the white-armored Teridax. "Stronger, I say, for I resisted the temptations you could not."

"Indeed. Then let us see just what you are capable of resisting."

The air crackled with ozone, and then before Mazeka and Teridax's eyes, three figures appeared. Each resembled Takanuva, the legendary Toa of Light, but their armor was jet black and shadow energy swirled about their hands.

"I have been a poor host, brother," said the voice of Makuta. "Allow my new friends to welcome you properly to my universe."

*

Helryx avoided Tuyet's slashing attack and landed a side kick in her mid-section. The corrupt Toa of Water staggered backwards, only narrowly avoiding being accidentally struck by Brutaka. The battle had begun only moments before, but already the chamber in which they fought was a shambles.

The issue over which they fought was deadly serious. Helryx, Makuta Miserix, and Axonn had decided that Teridax's control of the universe had to be ended, even if that meant destroying the universe itself. Tuyet, Brutaka and a possessed Lewa Nuva believed there was still hope of driving Makuta out without killing millions of Matoran in the process. 

Miserix thought he would have the easiest opponent. He could sense that Lewa Nuva was not himself, but was under the control of another. Whoever that was, they had no access to the Toa's air power. That would make him ripe for defeat.

Unfortunately, Lewa's body was now home to Tren Krom, an ancient entity with enormous mental powers. Miserix's first solid blow knocked Lewa to the ground. The fallen "Toa" responded with a mental shock blast that came close to turning Miserix's brain to ash. Still, Miserix had been through a lot in the past millennia – imprisonment, torture, humiliation – and no mind power was going to be enough to stop him. He gathered Lewa up in his claw and slammed his foe against the wall, once, twice, three times.

Axonn's heart wasn't in this fight. He had only recently rediscovered Brutaka and regained their old friendship. He couldn't believe they were already at each other's throats again. And he wasn't certain that Brutaka was wrong – maybe Helryx's plans were too extreme. Maybe duty lay in protecting the Matoran until the very last moment.

For this moment, though, he had to concentrate on protecting himself. One good hit from Brutaka would take his head off.

Helryx had not wavered in her determination, but she also knew that this battle was sure to draw Makuta Teridax's attention. Her chance to act could disappear at any moment. She had to do the nova blast now, before anyone could stop her.

Tuyet could guess what was about to happen. She slammed an elbow into Axonn even as Brutaka struck at him. Taking advantage of the moment, she wrested the warrior's axe from him. With a yell, she vaulted into the air and smashed Miserix with the axe. With a roar of pain, the reptilian Makuta fell backwards, right towards Helryx.

The mad Toa hit the ground and turned to watch the end of her handiwork. But to her surprise, just as Miserix was about to crush Helryx, the ancient female warrior vanished. The Makuta landed in a heap, but was barely slowed by his wound and already seeking out his attacker.

Tuyet never got a chance to defend herself. Helryx was suddenly behind her, catching Tuyet in a headlock. "Time to say goodbye," said Helryx. "We'll all go down together, and the universe will be better for it."

The world began to blur in front of Tuyet's eyes. At first, she thought that Helryx must be choking the life from her. But then she realized that everyone was looking toward the chamber's entrance, where space itself seemed to be warping. The next instant, a massive figure stepped out of the distortion and stood before them.

"You... imbeciles," the figure said, in a voice both old and young at the same time. "You ignorant stone apes... is this how you try to save existence?"

No one in the room had ever seen the newcomer before. But there were some who knew his voice, and all felt a chill of fear at the sound of it. Only Helryx had the presence of mind to give their visitor a name, and even she spoke it in a whisper.

"Artakha."

At the sight of Artakha, the chamber went silent.

He stood at least 10 feet tall. His armor was gray-green and covered in runes carved at the beginning of time. His mask was the most ornate anyone had ever seen – more than just a Kanohi, it was a true work of art. The metallic protodermis from which it was forged was arranged in intricate patterns and designs, each reflecting one of the many cultures that flourished in the universe. The eye slits were angular and pointed, giving him an air of both wisdom and a vague sense of menace.

Artakha stood in the shattered doorway, facing some of the most powerful beings in existence. His stance made it clear he was their equal, if not their superior.

His cold eyes fell first on Lewa Nuva. "Your task is done," he said. "Return whence you came."

Lewa Nuva stared at Artakha for a moment, then turned without a word and started to exit, only to be blocked by the newcomer.

"Without the body," said Artakha.

Lewa Nuva shrugged. "Payment for services rendered?"

"The mind of Lewa Nuva is trapped within your old body, Tren Krom, as you well know," Artakha replied. "He deserves better than to suffer a fate meant for you."

The mouth of Lewa Nuva smiled, though it was the mind of Tren Krom that made it so. "The words come easily to you, Artakha. You chose to live as an exile. I did not."

"None of us choose our destiny," Artakha replied. "And none of us can defy it. Go, Tren Krom. Have faith Mata Nui will reward you when all is said and done."

Lewa Nuva nodded. "Faith, yes ... a drop of water in place of an ocean."

Artakha reached out and placed the palm of his right hand on Lewa Nuva's forehead. "It's more than time."

The Toa's body spasmed, then dropped to the floor. After a moment, Lewa's eyes opened and he looked around, dazed. "Where ...? I was ... in a cave ... in an ever-ugly body ... and ...”

Artakha ignored him. Helryx had advanced up to him, staring up at his masked face and making no effort to contain her fury. "This is no affair of yours, Artakha. Actions must be taken to contain the threat of Makuta, here and now."

"Creation is my essence," Artakha replied. "And you would destroy all that exists. I can't allow that." 

"You can't stop it either --"

"But I can."

The voice reverberated throughout the chamber. It belonged to Makuta Teridax.

"Oh, who invited him?" muttered Lewa.

"Invited me?" asked Teridax. "As I recall, you are all guests in my home. And you have been most rude and destructive ones. I am afraid I am going to have to ask you to leave."

"And if we refuse?" bellowed Axonn. "What will you do then, you formless freak?"

Teridax gave a low, mocking laugh. Then he said softly, "Why, then ... I will have to insist."

One instant, Axonn, Brutaka, Helryx, Artakha, Miserix, Tuyet and two Matoran were inside a half-ruined chamber deep beneath Metru Nui. The next, they were floating in the airless, icy void of outer space, watching as the robot Makuta commanded soared away from them toward a distant world.

*

Months had passed since Makuta seized power in Mata Nui’s universe, and yet he had still not

grown used to the energies that were now his to command. As he soared through the void of

space, heading for Bara Magna, he thought about how it all began.

The Makuta species had been created by Mata Nui. They were to live inside of Mata Nui’s then

massive robot body, serving his interests and protecting the nanotech workers called Matoran.

Their primary job was the creation of animals, fish, birds and insects, collectively called “Rahi,”

who would serve various purposes within the “universe” that existed inside Mata Nui.

Over time, the role of the Makuta changed. They became actively involved in protecting Mata

Nui from various internal threats, from races like the Barraki, the Skakdi, and others. To aid

them in this task, they created a species of armored warriors called Rahkshi. These lethal

creatures were made from the Makuta’s own substance and were loyal, fierce, and relentless in

battle.

The important responsibilities they had should have been enough for the Makuta. But from the

start, they were cursed with ambition. They looked around and saw the Matoran honoring

Mata Nui – the source of light, heat, and virtually everything else in their lives – and it

frustrated them. After all, it was the Makuta who had created the birds that filled the skies and

the fish that swam in the waters. Why did no one honor – or better still, worship – them?

Frustration led to anger, which led to thoughts of revenge. If the Matoran admired nothing

short of ultimate power, then the Makuta would seize that power and conquer their universe.

That meant turning against Mata Nui and bringing him down. The risks were enormous. If their

plan failed, Mata Nui would have no choice but to purge them. But if it succeeded …

Teridax, leader of the Brotherhood of Makuta, hatched a complex, multi-layered plot. It began

with the use of a virus to infect Mata Nui’s robotic systems. When the systems crashed, Mata

Nui lost consciousness and crashed into the waters of the planet Aqua Magna. Taking

advantage of the chaos, the Makuta attempted to seize power, only to be driven off by heroes

called Toa.

Defeat simply fed the Makuta’s ambitions. Teridax resolved that if he could not run the

universe in Mata Nui’s absence, he would become the universe. He would take control of the

gigantic robot body and leave the Toa, Matoran and other denizens no choice but to obey him.

It took 1000 years of patience, manipulation, and even a few feigned defeats for his plans to

come to fruition. Badly damaged by the crash, Mata Nui finally died. A Toa named Matoro,

wielding the Mask of Life, brought the robot back to life at the sacrifice of his own existence.

But before Mata Nui’s spirit could return to his body, Makuta’s consciousness took control of

the robot. Since no form could have two guiding spirits, Mata Nui now found himself barred

from his own body.

Teridax’s revenge wasn’t done. He destroyed the rest of the Brotherhood of Makuta to make

sure they could never recreate the virus that had downed Mata Nui. Then he forced Mata Nui’s

spirit into the Mask of Life and ejected the mask into outer space.

At the time, Teridax had been confident he had seen the last of Mata Nui. He thought surely the

mask would float endlessly through space, or be burned up by a sun, or shattered by an

asteroid. He was wrong.

Only days ago, he had managed to get all of the robot’s sensors working again. Immediately, he

detected the Mask of Life’s energies on another planet, a place identified by electronic records

as Bara Magna. If the mask still existed, then so did Mata Nui. This Teridax could not allow. Even

though it was doubtful Mata Nui could pose any threat, Teridax wouldn’t begin his conquest of

the greater universe with a potential enemy on the loose.

Mata Nui had to be destroyed.

Activating the jets built into the robot, Makuta rocketed into space toward a final showdown

with Mata Nui. It would be absurdly simple: land on the planet, crush the mask beneath his

armored foot, and perhaps some of the inhabitants too, for good measure. Bara Magna would

become a base from which to launch future attacks on other worlds, and its residents slave

labor and (if they were lucky) part of Makuta’s new army.

Makuta Teridax increased his speed. He was anxious to eliminate the last remnant of his past

and begin his glorious future. His strength was beyond compare, his power enough to destroy a

world, and his resolve like iron.

How could anyone stand against him?

*

How long is a fraction of an instant?

Long enough for Lewa Nuva to see the others in the chamber – Artakha, Helryx, Miserix, Tuyet, Axonn, Brutaka, Hafu and Kapura – starting to shimmer and fade ... and long enough to realize he was not teleporting as they were. Teridax was leaving the Toa of Air behind, no doubt for some sinister reason.

Lewa wasn't having it. Before that fraction of an instant was through, he had grabbed onto Brutaka. It was a risk – a big one – to try to latch onto a teleport in progress. But Lewa was determined that wherever the others went, he would go.

In the next split second, he found himself floating in the void of space alongside the others. Of them all, only Miserix wasn't succumbing to suffocation, since antidermis didn't need to breathe. But the cold of outer space would claim him eventually. Makuta Teridax had thrown some of the most powerful beings in his universe out like the trash, and it looked like they wouldn't survive the experience.

Lewa summoned his elemental power, an effort in this environment, and created a thin bubble of air linked around the heads of all the castaways except Miserix. "Join hands!" yelled the Toa of Air, seeing the group members already beginning to drift away from each other.

Helryx turned to see the Mata Nui robot sailing away from them toward a planet in the distance. The world of the endless ocean was far beneath them. "Artakha, can you teleport us back inside?" she asked.

Artakha closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them again, shaking his head. "Teridax is blocking our return. I can try to get us to his evident destination, but I cannot guarantee any of us will survive the journey."

"More likely we will all find ourselves materialized inside trees and rocks," muttered Tuyet. "We'll be just as dead."

"This is no way for a warrior to die," growled Axonn.

"Teridax must be stopped," said Brutaka. "We must do whatever we can, regardless of the danger."

Artakha nodded. But before he could use his great power, a hole appeared in space before him. An armored hand reached out and grabbed his arm, pulling him, and the other along with him, into the portal.

The nine found themselves sprawled on a damp stone floor. Kapura was the first to realize that the stone was moving, not to mention breathing. He cried out and got to his feet, backing against a wall. The bricks in the wall reached out to embrace him, holding him fast.

An armored figure, his face set in a hideous grin, stepped into the light cast by the one window in the room. "Kind of rattles you until you get used to it, doesn't it?"

Miserix's eyes narrowed. "I know you. You were among my rescuers from Artidax. You were the one who never shut up. Where have you brought us?"

Helryx stood as best as she could on the moving floor, weapon at the ready. "Vezon," she said. "Explain yourself."

"Not even a thank you?" said the mad Skakdi. "See if I save you from the darkness of outer space again, even if I only did it because he told me to."

"'He'?" said Axonn. "Who?"

"Oh, didn't I introduce you? How rude of me," said Vezon. "Over there, in the shadows."

The occupants of the chamber turned as one to look in the direction Vezon was pointing. They could barely make out a figure seated on the floor, chains affixed to arms and legs. The chains were writhing like serpents.

"Be careful," Vezon added, in a loud whisper. "He's quite insane, you know."

"Matoran," said a voice from inside the darkness, "amazing ... and the rest of you ... how proud I am. If I could, I would embrace you all."

Helryx took two steps forward, saying, "Is this another of your tricks, Vezon? Who is this?"

Vezon put out a hand to stop her. "I wouldn't do that if I were you."

"You're not me," Helryx snapped, pushing him aside.

She had advanced as far as the edge of the shadow when her armor suddenly began to strangle her. The Toa of Water fell back, gasping for air.

"Would have been better if I were you," said Vezon. "Less painful."

Axonn slammed Vezon against a wall, pressing his arm against the lunatic's throat. "Answers, Vezon. Now."

"If you want answers," choked Vezon, "you need to ask him. He's the Great Being, after all, not me."

A dry chuckle came from the darkness. "A Great Being, yes ... that is what they called me ... and my brothers and sisters. Angonce once said that name was the worst thing that ever happened to us, because we started to believe it was accurate. Perhaps he was right ... perhaps that is why I am imprisoned here. But now you are here to free me."

Lewa Nuva glanced out the window of the cell. He was stunned to see a forest that stretched as far as the eye could see, far larger than the jungle he had called home on the island of Mata Nui. "Where is here?" he asked.

"That's right. You wouldn't know," said the Great Being. "Welcome, my friends, to Bota Magna."
*

Tahu, Toa of fire, was frustrated and furious.

Months had passed since he first learned that his universe – every land mass, ocean, even the

sky and the stars – were part of the interior of a giant mechanical being. Worse, he discovered

this after the universe had been taken over by Makuta.

Since then, he had led a rebellion against his now far more powerful enemy. But despite some

minor victories, he and his allies had been unable to truly harm Makuta. It ate at him. Here he

was, a Toa – a hero – created to protect the Matoran villagers from harm. Yet he and his

teammates had been unable to provide safety or security to any inhabitant of the universe.

Now they were scattered, fighting skirmishes against Makuta’s armored warriors, the Rahkshi,

and accomplishing nothing.

His frustration had only grown in the last few hours. He and Onua, Toa of earth, had prepared

an elaborate ambush for a dozen Rahkshi. Just as they were about to stumble into the trap, the

creatures turned around and silently departed.

“What happened?” snapped Tahu. “Did they spot the trap?”

Onua rose, watching the column of Rahkshi through narrowed eyes. “No,” he said, with

certainty. “Something else happened here, and I think we better find out what it was.”

Tahu spotted something, coming in low on the eastern horizon. It was a winged figure, one who

looked vaguely familiar even from far away. As the newcomer drew closer, he recognized her as

a member of the secretive Order of Mata Nui, skilled fighters dedicated to the cause of the

Great Spirit. They had been some of the most powerful warriors in the fight against Makuta, but

had also suffered terrible casualties in their ranks.

The winged female fluttered tattered wings as she hovered above the two Toa. “I’ve been sent

with a message. Rahkshi are on the move all over, heading south. No one knows why, but

they’re massing into an army.”

“South?” wondered Tahu. “But there’s nothing down there.” The lower part of the robot was a

scattered group of islands, largely uninhabited and of no strategic worth. Why would Makuta –

and it surely was his work – sending the Rahkshi there?

There was only one way to find out.

“Find as many other Toa as you can,” he told the Order agent. “Tell them we’re going in pursuit

of those Rahkshi.”

“Tahu, what if this is a trap? What if Makuta wants us to leave everyplace else defenseless?”

asked Onua.

“If Makuta wanted to destroy all of us, plus every Matoran, he could do it in an instant,” said

Tahu. “He doesn’t need tricks, not anymore. But if we can pen up his Rahkshi and wipe them

out, maybe we can slow down whatever he has planned.”

He looked back up at the flying figure. “Do it. Find whatever help you can. We have an

opportunity, and I’m not going to waste it.”

*

Nektann stood atop the ruins of a once great structure and watched the Rahkshi march past.

The armored “sons of Makuta” had been sent to the island of Zakaz to pacify its residents, the

Skakdi race. They had not been gentle in doing their job.

It was still shocking to realize that Zakaz and everything around it was not part of a world, but

just the insides of a giant robot. Nektann knew about being a warlord, but he was not an

engineer and did not comprehend how large machines worked. Wouldn’t each part of a

machine have to play a role? And if so, what was the role of the Skakdi?

His people had always been warriors, savage and brutal. Then a member of the Makuta race

came and changed them, tinkering with their nature and making them even more violent and

merciless. His goal had been to turn them into an army, but the result had been battle-crazed

fighters who destroyed their own cities in an all-out civil war. Other species had feared and

hated the Skakdi ever since, and the Skakdi had hated the Makuta.

Now a Makuta ran the entire machine, and things had changed. Nektann had been the first

Skakdi warlord to ally himself with the new power in the universe. The other members of his

species who objected to Makuta’s rule had been taken care of by the Rahkshi. And so Nektann’s

legion fell into line behind the marching Rahkshi, heading for boats that would carry them

south.

Nektann didn’t know what was waiting for him or his troops among the uninhabited islands, but

he did not hesitate to give the order to move out. After all, Makuta had promised them a new

world to conquer.

*

It was a testament to the respect the Agori had for Raanu that, at his request, they packed up

what few things they owned and abandoned their new city. Yes, there were questions and

some complaints, but they trusted the elder of Vulcanus. If he said they had to leave, there had

to be a reason for it.

Now Mata Nui stood inside the head of this long unused robot body. In his hands, he held a

small, metal box containing a tiny spark of energy. Retrieving this from inside the volcano had

almost cost him his life. Anyone looking at it would have wondered how something so small

could possibly bring so massive a robot to life.

Mata Nui could not have answered them. But he knew from what he had learned in the tower

that using anything but the most miniscule amount of this blindingly bright energy would just

result in a second explosion. The pieces of the robot might be blown across Bara Magna again,

or simply disintegrate. There would never be time to retrieve them and try again before Makuta

arrived.

“You sure about this?” The question came from Kiina. She had just finished a last check of the

city to make sure all the Agori and Glatorian were gone from inside it.

“No,” Mata Nui answered. “But it’s what I have to do.”

“You could be killed,” she said. “You might kill a lot of other people too, if this thing blows up.

Have you thought about that?”

“Of course,” said Mata Nui. “If I don’t try, though, I will be dead, and so will who knows how

many others. Anyone Makuta doesn’t see a need for, he will destroy. That’s just fact.”

Kiina nodded. She looked up at the ceiling high above, still having a hard time comprehending

that this was the interior of a robot’s skull case. The Great Beings had done some pretty crazy

things in their time, but giant robots was a new one to her.

Mata Nui nudged Click off his shoulder and onto his hand. He extended it to Kiina. “Take him. I

don’t want him hurt.”

Kiina accepted the insect with a little reluctance – she was not a fan of bugs. But she knew how

important this beetle had been to her friend, so she did what was asked.

“It’s never going to be the same, is it?” she said quietly.

“What isn’t?”

“You, for one thing,” Kiina answered. “You fought with us, laughed with us, wept for our dead,

and helped us rebuild after the Skrall invasion. You’ve been one of us, and now you’re going to

be … this.”

“But still the same person,” Mata Nui assured her. “Still your friend.”

“A friend who’s millions of feet high?” she said, with a harsh laugh. “I’ll look smaller than an

insect to you from up there. We all will. And you’ll have about as much in common with us as

we do with scarabax beetles.”

Mata Nui put a hand on her shoulder. “I won’t forget you, Kiina … or my promise. I will get you

to a new world. Once, I made the mistake of ignoring others because they weren’t part of my

mission, taking for granted they would always be there to do what I needed them to do. If I had

paid more attention … well, a lot of bad things wouldn’t have happened.”

He smiled. “But amid all the bad, some good came out of my mistakes. I met you.”

Kiina rushed forward and hugged Mata Nui. “Don’t make me cry,” she said softly. “I’m a

Glatorian. We don’t do that.”

After a few moments, Mata Nui gently pulled away. “You had better go. This is going to be

dangerous.”

“I could stay and help,” she said. “You might need me.”

Mata Nui shook his head. “Go, join Ackar and Gresh. Tell them … tell them thank you. I’ve seen

many worlds, but you all showed me one I had never discovered – the world of friendship and

faith and trust.”

Kiina’s voice wouldn’t come. She nodded quickly and walked away, headed for the nearest exit

to the desert. Once outside, she climbed on to her mount and rode for the far desert, where

the rest of her people waited. And as she rode, sands that had never known rain were kissed by

her tears.

*

It was time.

Mata Nui fitted the box into a slot designed for it within the skull casing. There was a massive

burst of light as the energy coursed through the robot body, fusing the pieces together and

powering up systems. A low hum filled the air.

He waited, holding his breath. This body was unstable, Mata Nui already knew that. The

innovations the Great Beings had used to build his original body had not yet been developed

when this early effort was created. If the spark of energy proved to be too much, Mata Nui

knew he would never survive the explosion.

None came. Unfortunately, there was no guarantee there wouldn’t be one later – the Great

Beings’ records had been vague on just how long this prototype had been in operation before it

catastrophically failed. Still, he had no choice about what to do next.

Slowly, he reached up and put his hands on the Mask of Life he wore. The power of the mask

had created the body he now had from the sands of Bara Magna. As soon as he removed it, his

body crumbled away, going back to the scattered atoms it had been originally. As his hands

vanished, the mask fell to the ground.

So far, Mata Nui’s theory had been right. Although his body was gone, his mind survived inside

the Mask of Life. Now he had to do something he had never tried before: project that mind into

another shell.

It was hard, almost unbelievably so. It went against every instinct to hurl his consciousness into

a void. There was no way to be sure he could inhabit the robot, or that he could find his way

back into the mask if he failed. His mind and spirit might just float forever, bodiless and helpless

to prevent what was soon to come.

“No”, he thought. “That won’t happen. I owe too much to too many to allow it.”

Mata Nui concentrated on the robot, picturing every bit of it, imagining himself in control of

the huge construct. Throwing every bit of his formidable mind into the struggle, he willed

himself out of the mask.

There was a terrible feeling of confusion. The world began to spin. He felt like he was flying, but

with no control over his speed or direction. At one point, he passed through the robot’s skull

and saw Bara Magna from the air. Then his unfettered mind plunged down through one of the

great eyes and ricocheted throughout the body.

“I’m not used to this”, he admitted. “The Makuta are masters at leaping from body to body, but it’s

not something I was ever meant to do. But I’d better learn fast.”

Mata Nui forced himself to turn back toward the head of the robot. It was like trying to turn a

huge ship into the wind. He could feel the environment resisting him, but he would not give in

and lose control. Without a body to inhabit, he knew he would soon go mad.

There was what felt like a violent lurch. Suddenly, he was looking up at the sky. Had he

overshot his target? Was he outside of the robot again? Would he even be able to find his way

back? Maybe, he wondered, I should try to get back into the mask. Maybe there is some other

way to stop Makuta than with this ancient machine.

Mata Nui tried to make his mind move, but this time, nothing happened. Then it dawned on

him that the world was no longer spinning crazily. His gaze was fixed on the sky. He was seeing

through the robot’s eyes!

I did it, he said to himself, hardly believing it. I did it! This body is mine now. I have another

chance to do what I was created to do – and this time, I won’t fail. I swear it.

*

Far across the desert, Ackar, Kiina and Gresh stood with the rest of the Agori and Glatorian.

They had seen the bright flash of energy that had come from the robot. Kiina wanted to go

back, convinced Mata Nui was in trouble, but Gresh restrained her.

“We can’t help him now,” he told her. “This is something he has to do on his own.”

“What in the name of -- ?” whispered Ackar. “Look! It’s moving!”

It was true. The robot was slowly rising, sand raining down as it did so. As the Glatorian

watched, it got to its knees, then rose to its full height. They looked up in awe as the

mechanical being towered above their world.

“No”, thought Kiina, “not ‘it’ – not a robot. That’s … Mata Nui.”

“He made it,” said Ackar. “I can’t believe it.”

“Now what?” asked Gresh. “Can we still talk to him? Will he hear us, from way up there?”

“Maybe we can get his attention,” answered Ackar. Raising his sword and calling on the new

powers Mata Nui had given him, he hurled a fireball high into the air.

The robot’s head turned slightly toward the flaming signal. Then Mata Nui looked down toward

where his companions waited. He activated the speech centers of his new body, taking care to

make sure his voice would not be too loud. At full volume, the robot’s voice could shatter skulls

all over the planet.

“Well done, Ackar,” he said. Even spoken “softly,” his words were like sonic booms down

below. “Tahu could not have done better.”

Kiina glanced at Gresh. “Who’s Tahu?”

Gresh shrugged. “Maybe some Glatorian we don’t know.”

“Mata Nui, can you hear me?” Ackar shouted up at the robot.

“No need to shout,” answered Mata Nui. “My sensors can pick up a beetle’s breathing, if I want

them to. Are you all right?”

“Yes,” Kiina replied. “But how about you?”

“I had almost forgotten …” Mata Nui began. “This body is … different from my old one in many

ways. But hopefully it has the power to do what must be done.”

Even as he said it, Mata Nui knew there was really little hope at all. To carry out his mission, he

needed a second robot, equally as powerful. And the only other one he knew to be in existence

was under the control of a maniac.

“I have to try”, he said to himself. “Otherwise, what was all this for? I can’t have come all this way,

gone through so much, just to fail.”

“Get to shelter,” he said to the assembled crowd below. “I don’t know if what I am going to

attempt will work, or what will happen if it does. I need to know you’re safe before I begin.”

“Shelter?” said Gelu, an ex-Glatorian from the ice village. “What shelter? Isn’t he wearing our

shelter?”

“There are caves nearby,” said Ackar. “We’ll get everyone into them.”

*

Mata Nui watched as the Glatorian and Agori moved off to safety. Kiina had been right about

one thing – they did look like insects from up here. But if she ever believed he would think of

them that way, she was very wrong. Every one of those moving dots so far below was an

intelligent being with hopes and dreams. If Mata Nui had anything to do with it, those hopes

would be realized and those dreams would come true.

He swept his sensors across the face of Bara Magna. Vorox, bone hunters, and Skrall were still

active in the desert. Though he doubted they would listen, he had to try to warn them.

“Attention,” he said, his voice carrying all over the world. “After 100,000 years, it’s time for the

damage to Bara Magna to be undone. Your original world, Spherus Magna, can live again. But

the dangers are unknown – seek shelter now, for your own safety.”

He waited a few moments to see what effect his warning might have had. Frightened by the

voice that came at them from every direction, most Vorox had retreated underground. The

bone hunters and Skrall had stirred, but that was about it. That was about all that could be

expected. Those two groups were sure to think the whole thing was some trick, even with the

sight of Mata Nui looming over them to back up his words.

There was no point in delaying any further. Mata Nui raised his eyes to space. Bara Magna and

its two moons, Aqua Magna and Bota Magna, had once all been part of one planet, Spherus

Magna. Recreating that world meant bringing all three planets together again and fusing them

together.

Mata Nui raised both arms and unleashed streams of concentrated energy from his hands. The

energy was artificial gravity of enormous power. But on its own, did it have the strength to

move two moons?

His sensor web showed that the beams had sliced through space to impact their two targets.

But it also showed something else: an object approaching Bara Magna at high speed. In a

matter of moments, the object had blotted out the sun, plunging the planet into darkness.

“What better way to announce his arrival?” thought Mata Nui grimly. “Shadows were always his

herald.”

A roar of wind swept across the surface of the world, stirring up lethal sandstorms. A bolt of

power slammed into the western desert, blasting a huge crater. A mighty impact struck Bara

Magna, triggering planet-wide earth tremors.

Mata Nui looked across the world at a figure that dwarfed even him. The blazing red eyes of the

newcomer bored into Mata Nui, chilling him to his core.

“Hello, brother,” said the visitor. “I thought it was time for a family reunion.”

With those words, there could no longer be even the slightest doubt.

Makuta had arrived.

The impact of Makuta’s landing shook the cavern, bringing down a rain of rock and dust. While

Raanu and Ackar worked to keep the assembled Agori calm, Kiina and Gresh peered out the

mouth of the cave. What they saw astonished them.

Two gigantic robots stood in the open desert, facing each other. One they recognized as Mata

Nui. The other, bigger and stronger in appearance, was unknown to them. But they could take a

wild guess at who it was.

“Two of them?” said Gresh. “There’s two of them?”

“The big one must be Makuta,” said Kiina. “Mata Nui told Raanu he was coming. This is bad.”

“How bad?”

“Well, take a look at him,” snapped Kiina. “If he flicks a toe, he could bring the whole mountain

down on top of us. We have to find a way to help Mata Nui.”

Gresh hefted his shield and started out of the cave. “Then what are we waiting for?”

Kiina put an up to block his exit. “A plan, and the right moment, kid … right now, we would just

be something else for Mata Nui to worry about. Let’s wait and watch for a while.”

Gresh looked at her, a trace of disbelief in his expression. “When did you start talking like

Ackar?”

Kiina smiled. “When I got smart – so listen, and maybe you’ll live long enough to do that too.”

*

Mata Nui stared into the crimson eyes of the mechanical nightmare that stood before him. He

knew his thoughts should have been on how to defeat Makuta, how to save his people trapped

inside that robot, and how to keep Bara Magna from being destroyed in the process. But he

couldn’t help asking himself – Is that what I used to look like? Is that why the Great Beings

designed the robot to be able to conceal itself, so it wouldn’t terrify everyone who saw it?

“Silence?” said Makuta. “No threats? No denunciations? No vows of revenge? You disappoint

me.”

“I don’t need to do any of those things,” Mata Nui answered. Although he was speaking quietly,

the sound of his words still echoed all over the planet. “I don’t need to prove my power in

useless combat with you, either. We don’t need to fight.”

Makuta chuckled, a harsh, metallic sound. “No, of course we don’t. You could just lie and down

and die right now. You would save me at least a few minutes’ effort, and yourself a lot of pain.”

He raised his right arm. “Or do you need persuading?”

A burst of power shot from Makuta’s armored gauntlet. It sizzled past Mata Nui’s head and

struck one of the peaks of the distant Black Spike Mountains. The terrific heat melted the

mountain in an instant. Mata Nui’s sensitive sensors picked up the screams of faraway Skrall

warriors in the split second before they were covered in magma.

“I could do that all day,” said Makuta, “and into the next. You would fight back, naturally, and

between the two of us we would lay waste this planet … which suggests an idea.”

Makuta lifted his arm again and Mata Nui prepared for another attack. But this time Makuta

opened his hand and turned it palm up. “Join me,” he said. “In these bodies, we have the power

to decimate entire universes. Together, we could rule all of reality.”

“You know so much, and yet you understand so little,” said Mata Nui. “You look at the body you

stole from me and see only an engine of destruction, a weapon to be wielded against anyone

you choose. Didn’t you ever wonder why the Great Beings created it to be so powerful? Or why

you felt compelled to seize control of it?”

“You mean your ‘destiny?’ said Makuta, acid dripping from his words. “Yes, I know all about

your mission – your great quest to reunite the three wandering pieces of Spherus Magna. Let

me show you what I think of it.”

Power lanced from Makuta’s outstretched hand. It struck Mata Nui in the shoulder, staggering

him and tearing a gash in his robotic shell.

“Ah, I see,” Makuta said. “You must be wearing an old model. Cheap materials, cheap

construction … I’m surprised you would be caught dead in that.”

“Makuta, listen to me!” answered Mata Nui. “My destiny … it’s yours, too. We’re supposed to

work together to restore Spherus Magna to what it once was.”

Makuta took two lumbering strides forward and backhanded Mata Nui. The huge robot the

Agori had reconstructed toppled, flattening an entire mountain range when it fell. Makuta

stood over his fallen opponent, contempt in his eyes.

“Why?” he sneered. “Because the Great Beings said so? Where are they? Let them come forth

and tell me themselves what I ‘must’ do.”

There was a terrible silence. Nothing stirred in the desert, and even the carrion eaters circling

overhead quieted their cries.

“As I thought,” said Makuta. “They have abandoned this world to its fate. So should you, Mata

Nui. There is nothing here for you to fight for. Or do you think the miserable peasants who

inhabit this pile of sand will craft legends of you and sing songs to your glory?”

Mata Nui rose. His new body was cracked in several places now. “I’m not here for glory,” he

said. “I’m here to do justice to these people after so many long years.”

“The people,” Makuta said quietly. “I am surprised at this new level of concern for the little

things that scurry across the sands. You never seemed to care very much about those whose

work kept you alive. And yet, here you are, trying to be the hero to the Bara Magnans.”

Makuta pointed toward a mountain to the south. The sensors in his body identified hundreds of

living beings hiding inside caves within that rock. Triggering the gravitic power of his robot

form, he tore the mountain loose from the ground, exposing the Glatorian and Agori who had

been concealed inside. They looked up fearfully at the mountain that hovered above their

heads.

“Shall I drop it?” asked Makuta. “What do you think they will feel about their ‘hero’ in their last

few moments of life? Will they die cursing you in their hearts?”

Mata Nui’s head dropped to his chest. “You would really do that, wouldn’t you? Kill all those

innocents just to prove some warped point? You’re a fool.” He glared up at Makuta. “That body

does not make you a giant. Stand 40 million feet high, or 100 million, you are still an insect.”

He raised both arms, hurling a twin blast of energy at his opponent. “And here on Bara Magna,”

yelled Mata Nui, “we know what to do with insects.”

Inside the robot body Makuta controlled, a violent earthquake rocked every land mass.

Buildings toppled, trees were hurled into the air, tidal waves smashed into coastlines and the

inhabitants of countless islands fled in panic. They had known something like this once before,

a little over 1000 years ago, and called it the Great Cataclysm.

*

Tahu had been standing beside Takanuva, Toa of Light, when the quake hit. Both were knocked

off their feet from the quake. Tahu glanced up to see a mass of metal falling right toward them.

He unleashed his power of flame, vaporizing the solid iron.

“What … what was that?” asked Takanuva. “An attack by Makuta?”

“I don’t think so,” Tahu said, struggling back to his feet. “I think our old enemy just ran into

someone who knows how to throw a punch.”

The Toa of fire pointed up ahead. The Rahkshi had been scattered like leaves in the wind by the

tremors. They were only now regaining their feet and continuing their journey south.

“Are they ever going to get where they’re going?” asked Takanuva. “We’ve been traveling for

days.”

“And picking up Toa as we go,” Tahu reminded him. “Let them keep going. By the time they

stop, we’ll be ready for them.”

*

Pridak picked himself up off the ground, seething with rage.

His deal with the Shadowed One had been struck. He, Kalmah and Mantax had rebuilt their legions, while Ehlek had returned to the sea to gather his own troops. Of Carapar, there had been no sign for some time. They were poised to strike as soon as the Shadowed One unleashed the viruses on Makuta Teridax. The universe would be theirs to rule once more.

Then ... nothing. The appointed time had come and gone, with only a violent earth tremor to mark it. At first, Pridak thought that quake was a sign that the Shadowed One had succeeded. But it rapidly became obvious that nothing had changed. Teridax was still in control.

Now Pridak had a choice. March on Metru Nui, and risk destruction at the hands of the Makuta, or stay put and risk rebellion by his legions. He had been a fool to rely on anyone else, he decided. The Shadowed One was, to use an old saying of his people, "either dead or fled."

Pridak looked around. His legion was armed and ready. He was a warrior, a conqueror. There was no other choice.

"We march!" he yelled, to the cheers of his troops.

In a chamber on the island of Xia, the stone floor was littered with the shattered remains of precious vials. Of their contents – and of the Shadowed One – there was no trace. No one would look very hard for him. They were too busy trying to determine why every Vortixx in a kio radius had met a horrible death ... and just what on their island could possibly have pulverized living beings into fragments, without leaving any sign of its presence.
*

Mata Nui knew he had to act with blinding speed. The surprise attack had hit Makuta hard, but

it had also caused him to drop the mountain he held suspended. With no time to spare, Mata

Nui fired a second blast, turning the falling mass of rock to dust just before it would have

crushed the Agori and Glatorian.

“Go!” he shouted. “Get far away from here!”

Down below, Ackar turned to Raanu. “Do what he says. Take the Agori and head east, as fast as

you can. Take nothing except you need.”

“What about you?” asked Raanu. “Aren’t you coming with us?”

Ackar’s blade glowed red-hot. “I think Mata Nui could use some help against that monster. If

nothing else, I can be a distraction, maybe buy him a few seconds.”

“We can do more than that,” said Kiina. “Gresh has a plan.”

“I don’t know whether to be intrigued or scared,” Ackar said, smiling.

Kiina looked at Gresh, then back to Ackar. “All things considered, old friend, I’d go with scared.”

*

Makuta was smiling.

“So predictable,” he said, as he rose to his feet to face Mata Nui once more. “And you don’t

even see it, do you?”

Mata Nui didn’t respond.

“No, of course you don’t,” Makuta continued, “even though my strategy would be clear to a

blind tunnel crawler. All I need to do is threaten the inhabitants of your little ant farm here to

make you expend power to save them. Needless to say, I have more power in this form than

you do in yours. I can threaten them long past the point where you can rescue them.”

Makuta glanced down at the damage done to his robot body by Mata Nui’s attack. “Who knew

you had such a temper, brother? You seem to have forgotten, in your righteous rage, that your

precious Toa and Matoran live inside of me. Damage me … and you kill them.”

Mata Nui knew Makuta was right. There was no way to bring his enemy down without risking

injury or death to the population that lived inside of him. But what was the alternative?

Surrender, and let Makuta conquer this world and then many more? No. The Toa and Matoran

had risked their lives more than once to stop the schemes of Makuta. They would accept

whatever had to happen now. At least, that was what Mata Nui had to tell himself.

Something began to flash in front of Mata Nui’s eyes. It was a “heads-up display” built into the

robot. The green light showed the speed and trajectory of the two other pieces of Spherus

Magna that he had tried to pull toward Bara Magna. Both were drifting off course and would

require more power to return them to the right trajectory. As he had feared, he didn’t have the

energy to achieve his mission on his own.

The green light was replaced by a flashing red one. It warned that the structural integrity of his

robot body was in serious danger. The power that was keeping the robot moving was slowly

destroying it, and the damage done by Makuta had only made things worse. In less than a hour,

the complex mechanism was going to collapse in a heap and Makuta would have won.

It was a bad situation.

It was about to get worse.

Gresh’s plan was simple. While Ackar, Kiina and the rest distracted Makuta as best they could,

he would try to slip by the robot unnoticed and find a way inside it. It was true that the

Glatorian were too small to pose any real threat to the invader, but Gresh hoped that by

focusing their Thornax launchers on joints and other potentially weak spots, they might at least

annoy the enemy. Once inside, Gresh would secure the entry point and the other Glatorian

would join him, smashing whatever they found inside.

With this in mind, the Glatorian charged. Halfway to Makuta, Kiina broke off with one squad

and Ackar with the other, while Gresh veered to the west. As soon as they were in range, the

Glatorian began firing their Thornax at the ankle joint on Makuta’s left leg.

“Concentrate your fire!” shouted Ackar. “Target one spot and punch a hole in it!”

Kiina was already doing that, but she didn’t see much effect. Whatever the robot was made out

of, it was tough. One explosive Thornax could blow a big hole in most things, but dozens had

barely made a scratch in this metal. And if this Makuta had even noticed their attack, he wasn’t

showing it.

“Well, okay”, thought Kiina. “If he hasn’t noticed us, maybe he won’t notice Gresh either.”

That did, indeed, seem to be the case. Gresh had made it all the way to the foot of the massive

robot without being stepped on, blasted, or pulverized. Better still, he had found what

appeared to be a hatch in the side of the appendage. Now the only challenge would be getting

inside … and surviving whatever might be in there.

Makuta may not have acted to stop Gresh and the others, but he did know they were there. His

sensors had recorded their approach and his damage control systems were monitoring the

effects of the Thornax explosions.

None of this came as a surprise. Makuta knew that Mata Nui would somehow manage to find

followers. No doubt they would be as foolhardy as the Toa and Matoran had been and throw

themselves into danger on his behalf. Like Mata Nui, these heroic sorts were predictable. By

now, it really took no effort for Makuta to think two steps ahead of them.

As soon as he laid plans for an attack on Bara Magna, he mentally ordered his forces inside the

robot to move out. By now, large numbers of Rahkshi and Skakdi warriors were assembled,

ready to be unleashed on the desert. He had just been awaiting the proper time.

That time was now.

Gresh had found a stress point in the hatch, apparently damaged by some past impact. A few

well-placed Thornax might make an opening.

He was just taking aim for his first shot when a hissing sound came from the hatch. The next

instant, it began to slowly open. Instinctively, he took cover behind a nearby rock. What he saw

next was staggering.

A horde of armored figures charged out of the hatch. In the lead were vaguely reptilian looking

creatures of all different colors, although yellow seemed to be the most common hue. Each

carried a staff. Right behind them came some of the strangest beings he ever saw, warriors with

huge jaws and weird, serpent-like external spines lined with spikes. These were armed with

swords, axes and other hand weapons.

With hisses and howls, the invaders charged across the sands. They slammed into Ackar and

Kiina’s band, battering their way part startled Glatorian. The finest fighters on Bara Magna fell

before the savagery of Rahkshi and Skakdi.

“Pull back!” Ackar yelled. “Regroup!”

Kiina leveled her vapour trident at one of the yellow Rahkshi and launched a powerful jet of

water at it. Twin beams of heat vision flashed from the eyes of the foe, turning the water into

steam. For a moment, Kiina could not see her enemy through the cloud. Then the Rahkshi came

barreling out of the fog and smashed into her, knocking her off her feet.

Dazed, Kiina raised her trident to defend herself. The Rahkshi’s heat beams turned the weapon

too hot to handle and she dropped it with a cry. The creature drew back with its staff to deliver

a killing blow.

Suddenly, there was a horrible crunch and the Rahkshi’s head went flying. Ackar grabbed Kiina’s

hand and hauled her to her feet. “It got in the way of my sword,” he said, smiling. “It won’t do

that again.”

The Rahkshi’s armored helmet hit the sand and tumbled to a stop. A moment later, a revolting

slug crawled out from inside it.

“What is that?!?” cried Kiina.

Ackar aimed his sword and hurled a blast of fire, incinerating the slug. “Whatever it is … was …

it’s not anymore.”

Kiina scooped up her trident just in time to parry the attack of a Skakdi. “Those metal things,

they’re just worms in armor?”

Ackar nodded as he slammed a Rahkshi to the ground.

Kiina gave a wolfish smile. “Good. Then I don’t have to worry about a mess when I smash them

to bits.”

Gresh was torn for an instant. Did he go help his friends, or take advantage of the opening to

get inside the Makuta robot? Then he realized there was really no choice at all. Kiina and Ackar

would put saving the world first. He had an opportunity to do that, and he wasn’t going to

waste it.

He started for the open hatch, then stopped short. More figures were coming out of it. Gresh

braced for a fight.

The first two beings to step into the sunlight were a red-armored warrior and another in white

and gold. Gresh greeted them with a cyclone that slammed them against the metal. Before he

could follow up, a blast of light blinded him. He staggered, trying to clear his vision before the

attack he knew was coming.

“Who is he?” one voice said. “He doesn’t look like one of Makuta’s creations.”

“Maybe Makuta had agents here already,” another voice replied. “Take him out. We don’t have

time to waste.”

“Wait!” shouted Gresh. “I’m no friend of Makuta’s! I thought you were!”

The glare was starting to fade now and Gresh could make out the shapes of dozens of warriors

streaming from the hatch. One came up and grabbed his arm.

“So those are your pals out there, fighting the Rahkshi?” asked Tahu.

“Yes,” Gresh answered. “But what are Rahkshi?”

“We call them the ‘sons of Makuta,’ where I come from,” said Tahu. “They’re killers … and your

friends are in more trouble than they know.”

He turned back to the warriors, large and small, who stood behind him. “Let’s go. These people

need our help.” Tahu looked over his shoulder at Gresh. “You coming?”

“I’m going inside,” the Glatorian replied. “I have to stop this Makuta.”

The white and gold warrior, Takanuva, laughed. There wasn’t any humor in the sound. “What

do you think we’ve been trying to do for months? You can’t do any good in there – you’ll just

get yourself killed. So stay here, or fight with us.”

“Then I’m with you,” answered Gresh, already racing toward the battle.“Let’s do this.”

“Eager sort, isn’t he?” asked Takanuva, following behind.

“Yeah,” chuckled Tahu. “Reminds me of you.”

Takanuva laughed. “I guess I was like that, wasn’t I?” he said, looking back at Tahu. Then he

stopped in his tracks.

Tahu wasn’t moving. He was standing in the middle of the sand, staring straight ahead, as if in a

trance. Takanuva ran back to him and started to shake the Toa of Fire.

“Hey, Tahu!” said Takanuva. “What’s the matter? Come on, speak to me!”

But Tahu couldn’t hear him.

*

From high upon a rise, Stronius watched the battle below. Once, he had been one of the most

elite of Skrall warriors. His tribe had seized control of the city of Roxtus and threatened all the

villages of Bara Magna. Under the leadership of Tuma, and with the help of an Agori traitor, the

desert was about to be theirs.

Then fate played a joke on the Skrall. A warrior named Mata Nui appeared on the planet. He

rallied the villages against the Skrall and actually defeated Tuma in single combat. In the battle

that followed, the Skrall broke and fled the city. Now most were scattered all over the

mountains and desert. Stronius had managed to gather together only a few warriors to strike

for revenge. But they would be enough.

In the distance, he could see the two giant robots fighting. He did not know who they were, nor

did he care. He wanted Mata Nui, but that miserable desert rat was nowhere to be seen. His

friends, though – Ackar, Kiina, and the others – they were in the middle of the fight of their

lives. It was a conflict that could go either way, and just the sort of situation Stronius could use.

Let Mata Nui hide wherever he will, thought Stronius. I will send my Skrall to aid the invaders

and wipe out the Glatorian. And then he can live with the knowledge that his friends died for

him.

“Go!” he yelled to his warriors. “Attack! Our vengeance begins today!”

*

Tahu was standing on a lava field. The place seemed familiar, but he could not … yes, of course,

now he knew. He was back in Ta-Wahi, the region of flame and magma he had first visited more

than a year before. It was here he had begun his quest for the Kanohi Masks of Power, and here

his battle against Makuta had begun.

There was a mask hovering in the air before him, but … wait, this wasn’t right. It was no mere

Kanohi he saw, it was the Mask of Life itself. How could that be possible?

“The Mask of Life was never on that island”, Tahu thought. “It was someplace else entirely, and my

team did not find it. It was other heroes who achieved that. So why am I seeing it where I know

it cannot be?”

A voice came from the mask, although its “mouth” never moved. Tahu simply heard the words

in his mind.

“You are seeing what you need to see”, said the mask. “A message has been sent; a message has

been received. Now I must pass the knowledge on to you.”

“So that’s it. I’m inside an illusion,” said Tahu. “I can hear myself speaking, but I’m not really

talking at all, am I? It’s all in my head. This is some trick of Makuta’s, and I’m going to --”

There was a blast of color and sound, cutting him off. A billion images shot through Tahu’s mind

at once. He saw his universe, beings both familiar and unfamiliar, adventures he had not been

part of yet now knew must have happened. In that micro-instant, he was more than certain

than he had ever been of anything that what he was now experiencing was no trick.

“The hordes of the Makuta are unstoppable”, said the mask. “The Glatorian and Agori will fall.”

“Thanks for the inspiration,” Tahu said. “Well, I didn’t go through all I have been through –

fighting Makuta, taking an energized protodermis bath and transforming into a Toa Nuva,

almost getting killed a hundred times – to give up now.”

Yes, a Toa Nuva, the mask said softly. To do what you must, you must be what you were.

Becoming a Nuva gave you great power, but it cannot be allowed to stand.

“What? What are you --?” Tahu began.

It was already too late. The power of the Mask of Life washed over him, undoing what the

energized protodermis had done to him months ago. His body, mask and armor changed, going

to back to what they had been when he was first created. Tahu could already feel his elemental

power weakened by the change.

“What have you done?!?” he raged. “The battle of my life, and you reduce my power?”

The ways of Life are not for you to question, the mask replied. The Great Beings planned for

much, though not all. They knew a rampant infection might one day threaten their robot, and

they meant for a Toa to stop it. To do so, they gave me the knowledge to create a golden suit of

Toa armor.

“I wore a golden mask once,” Tahu said, still bitter over the mask’s actions. “It was powerful,

but it couldn’t do what you claim.”

It was a candle beside a bonfire, said the mask. I can create the armor, but be warned … it can

be used but once, and there is no telling what its use will do to you, Tahu.

The Toa of Fire felt the world spin around him for an instant. Then he was once more in the

Bara Magna desert, with Takanuva shouting at him.

“Tahu! Wake up!” yelled the Toa of Light.

Tahu gently pushed him away. “I’m … I’m all right.”

“No,” said Takanuva. “No, you’re not. Tahu, you’re not a Toa Nuva anymore. You’ve …

changed.”

Tahu reached up and felt his mask and armor. It hadn’t been just an illusion, then. The Mask of

Life really had turned him back into what he had been a year before. No longer could his Mask

of Shielding protect others besides himself, nor would his fire power be enough to stop the

army Makuta had assembled.

“That cursed mask,” Tahu said, in a tone of barely controlled fury. “It’s ruined me.”

Takanuva tore his eyes from the strange sight of Tahu transformed. Something was happening

up above. Shafts of golden light were erupting from one of the two giant robots. Wherever they

touched the sand, a piece of golden armor formed. Takanuva watched as five segments took

shape, followed by a sixth in the shape of Tahu’s Mask of Shielding.

Tahu and Takanuva rushed forward, each grabbing one piece. But before they could gather the

rest, the larger of the two robots hurled a burst of energy down at them. It struck with a

massive explosion, scattering the two Toa and the remaining pieces of armor.

It took a few moments for Takanuva to recover his wits. He lifted his head from the sand.

Beyond the newly formed crater, he spotted a yellow-armored Rahkshi snatching up one of the

armor pieces.

“Tahu? Was that armor really important?” asked Takanuva.

“Yes,” said Tahu.

“Then I think we have a problem.”

Hundreds of yards away, Gresh had used a controlled cyclone to send a half dozen Rahkshi

flying. He was about to go to Ackar’s aid when something struck the ground just in front of him.

He whirled about, thinking it was another attack, but no enemy was near.

Glancing down, he saw the missile had been a piece of golden armor, now half-buried in the

sand. Gresh reached down and picked it up.

What is this? Where did it come from?

There wasn’t time to puzzle it out. A Skakdi warrior with a twin-bladed axe was charging toward

him. Gresh tucked the piece of armor in his pack. There would be spare moments to worry

about it when this battle was over.

Nektann smiled as his Glatorian foe fell. These desert dwellers were good fighters, it was true,

but no match for a Skakdi warlord.

He was already considering which portion of this pile of sand he would ask to rule when the war

was won. It did not look like a very appealing place, though it was not much worse than his

native island of Zakaz. Still, he hoped there was some other region, perhaps to the north, with a

few more obvious resources. Conquest was great fun, but conquest with no water for miles was

not.

Not far away, a Rahkshi was losing a fight with a warrior and two villagers. Nektann’s first

instinct was to let the armored creature die. More than a few Skakdi had perished over the

years at the hands of Rahkshi. Then he reminded himself that he had agreed to an alliance with

the loathsome things. It wouldn’t do to anger Makuta by not honoring his agreements.

Batting aside an Agori who tried to stop him, Nektann started for the embattled Rahkshi. He

was halfway there when he stumbled over something. Looking down, he saw it was a piece of

golden armor, no doubt all that remained of one of the fools opposing Makuta’s army. Nektann

scooped it up – it would be of no further use to its former owner, after all, and perhaps it would

be worth something. This battle was going to be too short for his taste, it seemed, so he might

as well get some loot to make the whole thing worthwhile.

*

Towering above the fight, Mata Nui and Makuta were glowing like stars as they expended all

their energy in their own personal struggle. Mata Nui had managed to do some additional

damage, but the fight was clearly not going his way. Makuta had the advantages of size,

strength, greater energy reserves, and sheer brutality. It was only his righteous anger and his

knowledge of what would happen if he fell that kept Mata Nui on his feet.

“I don’t know what that light show was about,” said Makuta, as he forced Mata Nui back. “Did

you hope to light the way for your Toa across the sands? Oh, yes, I saw them pursuing my

Rahkshi. Gali and Pohatu have already devastated half a legion. I really must make an example

of those two.”

“You thought you could slaughter the inhabitants of this planet,” Mata Nui spat. “But they

won’t surrender to you, anymore than the Matoran or Toa did.”

“And look how well that worked out for them,” Makuta said, landing a solid blow and cracking

Mata Nui’s chest armor.

Mata Nui fired a bolt of pure power, striking the same spot he had before. Makuta growled as

he felt circuits fuse. His readouts indicated a molten protodermis pipeline had been severed

inside him, causing cascading failures in his systems. Visorak spiders had already been

dispatched to try to contain the damage.

“You rely too much on the bravery and spirit of your followers, brother,” Makuta said, his voice

heavy with menace. “Even here, on your adopted world, you gathered starry-eyed fools around

you who think you can save them.”

Makuta’s lowered his right arm, palm pointed toward the site of the battle below. Mata Nui

could seen energies gathering around his hand, but not the sort of power he had been hurling

up to now. No, this was something worse, something fundamental in nature and terrifying in its

potential for destruction.

“Gravity”, Mata Nui realized. “He’s going to unleash the power of gravity on Bara Magna.”

Makuta’s red eyes gleamed with triumph. “You know, don’t you? A single blast of gravitic

power and this planet will fold in on itself, destroying everything and everyone on it. I will

survive … perhaps you might as well … but everyone else will be a memory.”

“You can’t do that! The consequences --”

“I stopped caring about consequences long ago,” Makuta answered. “Those sorts of worries are

for the weak, and I am strong, Mata Nui. By right of power, I claimed your universe – and now I

claim this one, starting here and now!”

Energy erupted in waves from Makuta’s gauntlet, a planet-killing force that could not be

stopped …

Gresh was the first to see the band of Skrall approaching from the west. Like carrion eaters,

they had come to finish off the fallen. He felt a fury grow inside him that he had never known

before.

He turned and headed for the Skrall. The last time he had faced this many warriors on his own,

he had been beaten and badly wounded. But that was before Mata Nui had gifted him with the

elemental power of air. Now he was ready to blow the Skrall back to the Black Spikes … and it

would be a pleasure.

He was about to launch his first attack when he spotted something in the hand of one of the

Skrall. The warrior was carrying a piece of golden armor.

“So”, Gresh thought, “it belongs to them. Some kind of weapon? Then they are the last ones who

should be allowed to have it.”

Concentrating, he summoned hurricane-force winds that whipped sand at the oncoming Skrall.

One gust tore the piece of armor from the Skrall warrior’s hand and sent it flying toward Gresh.

The Glatorian snatched it out of the air, stashing it away with his other piece.

Three Skrall had battled their way through the windstorm and were coming for him. Gresh

smiled.

This was going to be fun.

Not far away, Takanuva was dodging the heat vision of the yellow Rahkshi. In the past, his light

powers had been enough to stagger these creatures, but not this time. Makuta had evidently

created improved Rahkshi models.

“Right”, he said to himself, as another Rahkshi blast sliced a nearby rock in half. “Like they needed

improving.”

Takanuva fired a laser at the Rahkshi. The creature countered it in mid-air with his heat vision.

It was a stalemate at first, then slowly Takanuva started to gain the advantage. The Rahkshi

hissed in anger.

Okay, maybe this won’t be so hard after all, thought the Toa of Light.

He caught a glimpse of yellow out of the corner of his eye. Another Rahkshi was charging at him

from the left. Before he could react, it hit him broadside with a blast of searing heat. Takanuva

cried out and fell.

The two Rahkshi closed in on the fallen Toa. Takanuva knew he had to take a chance. There was

a new trick he had been working on for some time, but he had no idea if it would work in

combat. He was going to have to find out.

Concentrating, Takanuva used his power over light to create a hologram between the two

Rahkshi. He didn’t have the skill yet to make it perfect or very imaginative – all he could manage

was a duplicate of himself. If the Rahkshi looked closely, they would see it was transparent in

too many places. But in the midst of battle, they weren’t going to take time to examine the

sudden appearance of a new enemy.

The creatures whirled as one and shot out beams of heat vision at the light image of Takanuva.

They passed right through the light image to strike the Rahkshi. Before they could recover from

the shock, Takanuva used his lasers to slice through the creatures’ armor. Both crumbled to the

ground, dropping their staffs.

Takanuva got to his feet. One of the Rahkshi was reaching out for its weapon. The Toa stepped

on the Rahkshi’s armored hand, shattering the metal into fragments. The two kraata slugs that

had controlled the Rahkshi crawled out of the helmets, only to meet their ends by the power of

light.

The Toa of Light grabbed the piece of golden armor. He headed back toward the battle, never

looking back at the shattered remains of the Rahkshi. But in his heart, he made a vow that this

would be the last fight with Makuta. The time had come to crush this evil once and for all.

*

“I’ll crush you!” bellowed Nektann.

Tahu barely blocked the Skakdi’s blow with his sword. He had spotted Nektann in the midst of

the battle, hanging onto a piece of golden armor. At least three Toa and a dozen Matoran and

Agori lay dead around him. A wave of heat had driven the other Skakdi and Rahkshi away from

his side, but Nektann hadn’t fallen. Instead, he seemed to actually welcome Tahu’s attack.

“Go ahead, Toa,” the Skakdi taunted. “Use your flame power. Use your mask. You ‘heroes’ can’t

win a battle with just your strength and your wits, right?”

Tahu gave a grim smile as he bored in on the Skakdi. Enemies had done this to him before – try

to strike at his pride, make him sloppy, try to get him to make mistakes. But it hadn’t been so

long ago that Tahu had fought others of Nektann’s kind and suffered a bitter defeat. If it hadn’t

been for a brave group of Matoran villagers, he would have died. The experience made him

take a hard look at himself. Nektann was about to regret that.

“This is the part where I’m supposed to say, ‘I don’t need my power to deal with you,’ right?”

said Tahu. “I take it as a challenge. Can I outfight you?”

“You can’t, and you know it,” growled Nektann. “That’s why you have to cheat.”

Tahu triggered his elemental power, heating up his sword to several thousand degrees. His next

blow melted right through the Skakdi’s weapon, cutting it in half.

“Look around, barbarian,” Tahu said. “All around you, warriors are fighting and dying. This isn’t

a game. There are no rules. It’s not about honor, or pride, or who’s better – it’s about winning.”

Disarmed, Nektann still smiled that ruthless Skakdi smile. “So. You did learn something from

your enemies, Toa. Maybe we won in the end, then – we made you like us.”

“Not like you. Never like you,” Tahu said. “You fight to take lives. I fight to save them.”

Nektann charged, slamming into Tahu and carrying him into the midst of fight between

Glatorian and Rahkshi. “Go ahead, burn me. But your Toa power will burn your friends too.”

“You still don’t understand,” said Tahu, as he flipped the Skakdi over his hip and slammed him

to the sand. “You and your kind were what I was created to stop. You’ve terrorized villagers,

murdered Toa, and now you serve a monster that would enslave worlds. I’m going to do

whatever I have to.”

Nektann shot up faster than Tahu could have imagined, grabbing the Toa by the throat and

lifting him off his feet. “You don’t have the guts, anymore than those Toa I killed, or the

villagers who had more courage than sense. Some of them didn’t even have time to scream

before they died.”

The Skakdi squeezed harder, starting to choke Tahu. “Talk, talk, talk. That’s all Toa are good for.

Try talking when I’m crushing your --”

Nektann stopped. Something was very wrong. Tahu’s eyes were gleaming and blistering heat

was running down Nektann’s arm. Before the Skakdi’s eyes, his armor began to melt. It fell in

molten drops to the sand, first his gauntlet, then the plate on his arm, then his chest armor.

Tahu never moved, never spoke, as he fed his power into Nektann’s armor.

“What are you doing?” shouted the Skakdi. “My armor --!”

“Be grateful you were wrong,” Tahu said, as Nektann fell to the ground in a mass of liquid

metal. “Be grateful I never learned from my enemies how to kill. You’ll live, Skakdi, but you

won’t forget.”

Tahu picked up the Skakdi’s satchel and removed the piece of golden armor. “And, Mata Nui

help me, neither will I.”

*

The Toa Mahri watched in shock as the new lifeform emerged from the tank of energized protodermis. A mixture of a Zyglak, a Vortixx, a Steltian laborer, and the five surviving Piraka, it had been created by the barbaric Skakdi in an elaborate ritual. And now it was free.

It was terrible. It was beautiful.

Towering 12 feet high, with gleaming golden skin, powerful muscles, and piercing green eyes, it regarded the assembled Skakdi with the benevolent gaze of a creator. Only the vaguely reptilian cast of its face took away from its stunning appearance.

"We live," it said. "And we hunger."

"I don't like the sound of that," said Jaller.

"I haven't like the sound of anything in at least a year," replied Kongu.

"Do you think ... they're going to be a meal?" asked Hahli.

"I wish it was that simple," said Hewkii. "But somehow, I think it's going to be worse."

"You will feed me," said the new creation. "And in return, you will be granted a wondrous gift."

The Skakdi moved a little closer. They were not a cautious people as a rule, and the concept of someone wanting to give them something – as opposed to them just taking it – was a new and appealing one. As they drew near, their creation closed its eyes, an expression of rapture on its face.

"Is it ... feeding?" asked Nuparu. "On what?"

"I don't know, but let's make sure we're not the next course," said Jaller. "The Skakdi are distracted, and so is that ... whatever it is. Get ready."

"Yes," said the golden-skinned being. "So much to savor. And so much to give in return."

"This is it," said Jaller. "Whatever it's going to do, it's going to do now. So let's ... let's ..."

Jaller paused, confused. There was something the Toa Mahri needed to do, urgently. What was it? He knew it was important.

Suddenly, it became crystal clear. Why hadn't he seen it before? It was so obvious, after all. "The Skakdi are the superior race," he said to his teammates. "Stronger, smarter ... we shouldn't be opposing them. We should be following them."

"Do you ... do you think they would allow us to serve them?" asked Hahli.

"Even if they don't ... even if they kill us," said Hewkii, "what better way to die?"

Throwing down their weapons, the five Toa Mahri rose and walked forward, ready and eager to obey the commands of their new masters.

*

Mata Nui saw the gravity wave being unleashed by Makuta. As swiftly as he could move, he

threw himself at his foe, grabbing Makuta’s arm. He jerked it up in the air, sending the gravitic

power surging into the sky.

It was an act of pure desperation, and pure luck, and pure genius, all rolled into one. The power

beam struck the moons of Bara Magna, adding itself to the power Mata Nui had already sent

into space. The moons returned to their original course, heading for home.

Makuta roared and pushed Mata Nui away, but the hero would not be stopped now. His robot

body was minutes away from failure and Bota Magna and Aqua Magna were rushing toward

their reunion with Bara Magna. Mata Nui’s mind raced. None of this would matter if Makuta

won the battle. He had to be stopped.

With a ragged yell, Mata Nui struck Makuta, sending the robot body sprawling backward. He

kept up a relentless attack against the bigger, stronger Makuta, not giving his enemy time to

respond. Red lights were flashing all over his internal monitors. Stress levels on his robot form

were well beyond tolerance. Mata Nui’s only hope of surviving this fight was to conserve

energy.

“But my survival doesn’t matter”, he knew. “Only my destiny matters. Others died to give me this

chance. Can I risk less?”

It couldn’t last. Both he and Makuta knew that. Just as he pushed Makuta to the furthest

northern reaches, the power in Mata Nui’s robot body ran down. He didn’t have the strength to

finish off his foe.

Makuta smashed a metallic fist into Mata Nui’s chest, sending the robot toppling to the ground

with a tremendous crash. Makuta stood over him, triumphant.

“You made an excellent effort,” Makuta said. “But they don’t remember who tried the hardest

… only who won. Today, that is I. Goodbye, brother.”

*

Tahu had found Takanuva again in the midst of the chaos. Between them, they had four pieces

of golden armor. Where were the other two?

“There!” yelled the Toa of Light. He had spotted Gresh in the middle of a fight with a Skadi,

golden metal visible in the Glatorian’s satchel. The two Toa raced to his side, using a

combination of heat and light to fell his opponent.

“The armor!” said Tahu. “We need it!”

“What?” said Gresh, even as Takanuva started pulling the pieces out of his bag. “All right, take

it. What’s it for?”

“We don’t know,” said Takanuva. “That’s what we’re going to find out.”

Hurriedly, Tahu clamped five of the armor sections onto his own crimson armor. Then he

removed his Mask of Shielding and replaced it with the golden one.

“Are you sure about this?” asked Takanuva.

“I haven’t been sure of anything in 100,000 years,” said Tahu, smiling. “So why start now?”

The Toa of Fire concentrated, focusing his thoughts just as he would do to activate a mask

power or control flame. But this time, he was willing the golden armor to do whatever it could

to end this battle.

Power surged through him. He screamed as its electricity locked his muscles and suffused his

body with a blinding light. Tendrils of energy shot from him, coiling around every Rahkshi on

the battlefield. The creatures fell to the ground, seized by spasms as their power raced back

along the tendrils and into Tahu. As combatants on both sides watched, the Rahkshi’s armor

disintegrated and the kraata slugs inside them exploded into shards of shadow.

Tahu was still screaming as the energies of hundreds of Rahkshi threatened to overwhelm him.

Then, abruptly, the nimbus of power around him disappeared and he dropped like a stone.

Just that quickly, the battle was over. With the Rahkshi gone, the Skakdi and Skrall were badly

outnumbered by the Glatorian and Tahu’s Toa legion. Some surrendered, others scattered back

into the desert to fight another day.

But no one was celebrating. They all knew victory meant nothing if Makuta killed Mata Nui, and

it seemed there was nothing they could do to prevent that.

What none of the fighters on the ground realized was that they already had done more than

they realized. Each kraata was bound to its creator in some way, in this case, Makuta. While he

did not feel their pain, he could sense their deaths, and the loss of so many at once made him

hesitate for just a moment. For that instant, Makuta was paying no attention to the world

around him … or the sky above him.

Mata Nui saw it coming. It was why he had forced Makuta to this northern edge of Bara Magna.

His last gambit was about to pay off, and by a miracle, he was going to live to see it.

*

Teridax studied the three shadow Takanuva who blocked his path. They had been sent by the Makuta Teridax of this universe - the one who controlled the giant robot inside of which millions lived - to kill him and his companion, Mazeka. It was a good plan. After all, one Takanuva would be a challenge - three corrupted ones were deadly.

Teridax had multiple powers of his own to choose from. In his time and in his universe, he had been a great warrior. No doubt Makuta expected him to pit his energies against those of the Takanuva in an apocalyptic final battle and, outnumbered, die horribly after a few minutes. Mazeka would most likely not even last that long, though the Matoran would make sure his killers remembered the fight.

''Ah, Makuta'', thought Teridax. ''We are the same being in different universes, but I am not you. You're a plotter ... a schemer ... not wanting to get your claws dirty, if you can avoid it. You would think of all sorts of ways to fight the Takanuva from a distance ... all of which would fail.''

Teridax unlimbered his war hammer. ''You would never think of doing this.''

He charged. Before the startled shadow Toa could react, Teridax had swung his hammer, striking one Toa in the face and shattering his mask to pieces. Whirling, he landed another hammer blow to the chest armor of a second Toa, cracking it down the center. Mazeka moved in then, catching the third Takanuva with a scissor kick and sending him to the ground. Teridax made sure he would never be getting up.

The now mask-less Toa staggered forward, firing shadow energy from his hands at random. One blast caught Teridax in the shoulder, badly damaging his armor. The warrior from another dimension did not have the luxury to feel pain just then, or worry about the antidermis escaping through the gap. He landed a side kick in the Toa's middle, while swinging his hammer again to stop the charge of the other Takanuva. The latter, still in the fight despite badly damaged armor, created a swirling fog of darkness to conceal his movements.

"Let me," whispered Mazeka.

The Matoran stood completely still, reaching out with all his senses. He knew that at any moment, the shadow Takanuva could strike and kill them both. But he could not dwell on that fear, not if he hoped to survive this battle.

There! The slightest scrape of boot on rock, about three feet behind him and to the left. Mazeka leapt, whirled in mid-air, and lashed out with a kick. His foot connected with the Toa's mask, knocking it askew but not dislodging it. Even as his momentum carried him forward, Mazeka landed a second blow to the shadow Toa's neck. Enraged, the Toa hurled tendrils of darkness that began to strangle the Matoran.

"Your friend is doomed," the evil Takanuva said, smiling. "You'll just beat him by a few --"

There was a sickening crunch. The shadow Toa's face went blank. He staggered forward one step and then collapsed, revealing in the process just how much damage a war hammer in the hands of an expert could do. The tendrils dispersed and Mazeka scrambled to his feet.

"Where's the third one?" asked the Matoran, as the darkness dispersed around them.

"There," said Teridax, pointing to the north. "And there," he added, gesturing toward the west. "Oh, and there's some over there," he finished, casually glancing to the east. "His mask was shattered. I thought he might like to join it."

Mazeka chuckled. "You know, Toa wouldn't approve of this ... they don't kill.

Teridax shrugged. "Very noble ... but considering the state of this universe, maybe they should have bent the rules a little more."

"Try telling them --" Mazeka began.

*

A shadow fell over the robots, the shadow of the moon of Bota Magna returning to its place of

origin. Using the last of his energy, Mata Nui rose and shoved Makuta backward into the path

of the planetoid. Its edge impacted the robot, smashing in the metallic head with a sickening

crunch. Makuta’s armored form began to topple toward Mata Nui and the Bara Magna desert.

Using every bit of mechanical muscle he possessed, Mata Nui caught Makuta and pushed him

aside, causing the massive robot to fall onto the Black Spikes. The impact of the robot crushed

the mountains to powder, even as the twin collisions of Bota Magna and Aqua Magna shook

the entire world.

*

The alternate Teridax held up a hand to stop Mazeka. "Wait. Something's ... something's wrong. Quick, grab my hand!"

Mazeka did as he was told, even as Teridax began to teleport. The world blurred and vanished around them. When it reappeared, they were standing back on the ridge above the abandoned village. A violent tremor was shaking the ground and Mazeka could barely keep his feet.

"As I hoped," said Teridax, wearily. "We escaped the worst of it."

"The worst of what?" demanded Mazeka. "What just happened?"

"Your Makuta ... has fallen," said Teridax. "We need to keep moving, but first ... first, we had better find some way to patch my wound. I prefer to walk out of this universe, not float."

*

Taipu was used to the darkness. He was, after all, an Onu-Matoran, who had spent most of his life in the Metru Nui Archives or deep in mines. Of course, it was one thing to choose to live in the dark, and another to have all light suddenly extinguished around you.

He took stock of the situation. He was lying face down on the floor of an upper level of the Archives. The air was filled with dust. The lightstones were all shattered. Something extremely heavy was on top of him, making it impossible to get up and quite difficult to breathe. All of this was the result of a massive quake that had just struck Metru Nui, followed shortly after by a not quite as devastating aftershock.

Taipu tried to yell for help, but could only manage a hoarse whisper. This wasn't a very good way to die, he decided. But it seemed to be one he had gotten stuck with.

Then he heard something. Someone was digging nearby. Maybe they would find him? He tried to yell again, but wound up choking on dust.

There were more sounds. He could hear voices now, familiar ones. Someone was yelling for others to keep digging. The terrible weight on his back was suddenly gone. Taipu felt two strong hands grabbing his wrists and pulling him out from under the rubble.

He looked up to see Tamaru and Macku were his rescuers. Not far away, Kopeke was helping other Onu-Matoran who had been caught in the quake. Macku propped Taipu up against a wall and dusted off his armor. "Are you all right?" she asked.

Taipu nodded. "What happened?"

Macku pointed up. Taipu looked and saw a massive hole, and beyond that, blue sky like he remembered from the island of Mata Nui. It had only been recently that Taipu and the other Matoran had learned their "universe" was the inside of a giant robot. Now someone had evidently punched a big hole in the robot's head.

"I think Makuta ran into someone tougher than he was," Macku explained. "Pretty sure the robot's dead, and my guess is so is he. We're going to need to get everyone out of here and hope there's someplace outside we can live. But in the meantime ... well, there are a lot more people trapped like you were."

Taipu got to his feet. "Then I'll help."

"You need to rest," said Macku sternly.

"I didn't rest at Kini-Nui when those Rahi attacked," Taipu replied. He looked around at Tamaru and Kopeke hard at work. "I don't know where Hafu and Kapura are ... but it looks to me like the Chronicler's Company lives again."

Macku smiled. "All right, then, old friend. Let's get to work."

*

The three fragments of Spherus Magna were one once more. Destiny had been achieved. But

the journey was not yet at its end.

The battle was over.

The Bara Magna desert was a disaster area. The surrounding mountains had been pulverized or

flattened and massive scorch marks scarred the sands. The ground was littered with the bodies

of those who had lost their lives in the clash, along with countless shattered pieces of Rahkshi

armor. Dominating it all, of course, was the fallen robot that once had been Makuta’s greatest

weapon.

Tahu and Takanuva stood on a dune, looking at the metallic shell inside which they had lived

their entire lives. No doubt the inner workings had been heavily damaged and there would be

casualties. But as they watched the multitudes streaming out of the robot, they saw many

familiar figures. More than likely, most had taken shelter after the initial quake and so survived

the much larger shock. They stumbled out onto the sands – Toa, Matoran villagers, Vortixx

traders, Skakdi barbarians, agents of the Order of Mata Nui, Dark Hunter bandits, animals,

birds, insects and more – shielding their eyes against the bright sun of their new world.

“Do you think Makuta’s really gone?” asked Takanuva.

Tahu nodded. “Yes, I do. He never saw it coming, so he had no time to will his spirit out of that

body. I think – I hope – he died with the robot.”

“And what about the rest? The Matoran, the other Toa … us … can we all survive here?”

Tahu looked out over the vast desert. Already, he could see Agori coming to the aid of Matoran,

Glatorian talking with Toa, and members of other species already scouting for someplace to

settle and regroup.

“You know what, Takanuva? I think we’re going to be just fine.”

“I’m just happy you’re alive,” said Takanuva. “When you fell over like that, I thought sure you

were dead. Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m sure,” Tahu said smiling. Two thin beams of heat vision shot from his eyes then, striking

the sand and burning three words into the ground:

Unity.

Duty.

Destiny.

Mata Nui looked down at the various populations meeting so far below and felt like he was

seeing the future. The Matoran and Agori had much to learn from each other. The Toa teamed

with the Glatorian would safeguard both sets of villagers from any threat. Natural alliances

were being forged even now.

He turned his attention to the fallen form of Makuta. There was another alliance that should

have existed, but never came to pass. Had he and Makuta worked together, they could have

restored Spherus Magna without the devastation and loss of life. But Makuta’s greed and

ambition wouldn’t allow that. In the end, both his mad dreams and the body he had stolen

were wreckage.

Makuta was the past. It was time to worry about today and tomorrow for this world.

When he had gone to Raanu and asked to take the Agori’s city away from them, Mata Nui had

made a vow to himself. If he succeeded in rebuilding the planet, he would not stop there. He

would give the Agori a new life, a new chance to thrive here. Now it was time to begin that

work.

Mata Nui scanned the body he wore. It was badly damaged and power levels were barely high

enough to do what had to be done. But if he could call upon the Mask of Life one last time,

combine its energies with the robot’s, then maybe …

Of course, there was one other aspect of what he was about to do that he tried to ignore. There

was no way he would survive it. The robot was already dangerously unstable and channeling so

much power through it at once would surely mean its destruction. Mata Nui would die with it.

If that was how it had to be, so be it. The Great Beings owed this world and its people a debt,

and he was going to pay it.

Mata Nui looked toward the sky and stretched out his arms. He summoned the energies that

coursed through his body, even as he called out to the Mask of Life. The mask at first resisted –

it, too, knew that it might well not survive this, and it did not want to cease to exist. Mata Nui

could have forced it to aid him – he had a stronger will – but he did not. Instead, he simply

pictured in his mind how Spherus Magna could be if this was successful. He knew the mask

would sense what was in his thoughts and that it would know this would be the ultimate use of

its power.

A moment later, Mata Nui felt the power of the mask merge with what little remained of his

own. Then he willed that power to flow from his body and sweep across the planet. Everywhere

it touched, mountains rose, forest flourished, life appeared where none had been before. In the

desert of Bara Magna, time seemed to flow backwards as barren sand gave way to a jungle

teeming with trees and plants and long-dead rivers returned to life.

The vast ocean of Aqua Magna felt Mata Nui’s touch as well. Underwater, plants flourished,

providing a bounty for the fish that swam in the sea. The power of the Mask of Life touched

even the twisted, mutated beings who lived in the depths, curing them of the worst of their

afflictions while leaving them able to survive beneath the waves.

In the great forest of Bota Magna, the giant, bio-mechanical reptiles created so long ago by the

Great Beings watched, amazed, as their homeland shifted and changed all around them. Areas

where trees and foliage had ceased to grow suddenly were green again. Smaller animals

scurried from their hiding places to feast on the new growth.

Agori and Glatorian stood in the once-desert and were speechless. This was not the world they

once knew – it was better. After 100,000 years of struggling to survive, of scraping for every

morsel of food and drop of water, now there was enough for all. As they watched in awe,

clouds gathered above their heads for the first time in living memory, it began to rain in Bara

Magna.

“He did it,” whispered Kiina. “I can’t believe it.”

“It’s amazing,” said Ackar, in shock. “I can’t even … I don’t know how to put it into words …”

“He promised me, Ackar,” Kiina continued. “He promised to bring me to a new world. Instead,

he brought the new world to me.”

“Wait,” Ackar said, a new note of urgency in his voice. “Look at Mata Nui! He’s … he’s

collapsing!”

It was far worse than that. The overwhelming strain had taxed Mata Nui’s robot body past its

limit. The metal that made it up was disintegrating rapidly, along with its interior mechanisms.

Even from a distance, the two Glatorian could see the destruction spreading rapidly.

“Come on!” yelled Kiina. “He needs our help!”

Ackar and Kiina leapt atop sand stalkers and urged the beasts forward. Kiina couldn’t give voice

to what she was feeling inside – Mata Nui, her friend, was dying for them. He had given his last

bit of energy to defend them from Makuta and save their world, and there would likely be

nothing they could do for him in return.

“Except mourn”, she said to herself.

Before they got too close to the site of his fall, they had to rein the sand stalkers to a halt. The

air was filled with metal dust – along with a few larger pieces of the body scattered here and

there, this was all that remained of the giant robot.

“We’re too late,” Kiina said softly. “He’s gone.”

Ackar stood silently amid the metallic refuse that had once been inhabited by his friend. Mata

Nui had done more than save the Agori from the Skrall. He had saved Ackar from himself. The

veteran Glatorian had been on his way to forced retirement, and a life spent training young

fighters who didn’t remember him or wandering between villages trying to find one more

match. Mata Nui had been the one who showed him he still had value, that a Glatorian was

more than a strong right arm and a suit of armor. He’d had faith in Ackar when Ackar had none

in himself.

“Our troubles weren’t his,” said the fire Glatorian. “He could have gone north in search of his

own answers and left us to deal with the Skrall, if he had wanted. Instead, he fought beside us

and risked his life for people he didn’t even know. There will never be another like him.”

Kiina looked around. Toa, Agori, Matoran, and Glatorian had gathered now, drawn by the sight

of the great robot’s collapse. Some looked grief-stricken, others merely puzzled, and some

fearful. Mata Nui had granted them a new life and a new world, and no doubt they expected

him to lead them into the future. Instead, he was gone and they were on their own again.

She turned back to the pile of wreckage, damp from the gentle rain. For a moment, she thought

a shaft of sunlight had forced its way through the clouds, for there was a faint glow in the

center of the rubble. But then the glow grew brighter. Ackar saw it, too, and climbed over the

twisted metal to reach the source. He reached down and emerged with the Mask of Life, now

gleaming brighter than a sun.

“Watch out!” yelled one of the Toa. “That’s dangerous!”

Ackar returned to Kiina’s side, cradling the mask in both hands. He knew the Toa was probably

right and holding onto this object wasn’t a smart move. But something told him he was meant

to retrieve it and keep it safe.

The mask flared so brightly Ackar and all those present had to close their eyes for a moment.

When they opened them again, the Mask of Life was hovering in mid-air. As if that was not

enough to astonish them, a voice came from the mask as well --- the voice of Mata Nui.

“My friends,” he said. “The debt owed to all of you has been repaid. You have your world back

again. Live on it in peace.”

“Mata Nui?” said Kiina. “We thought you were dead.”

“My mind and spirit lived inside this mask for so long that when the body I wore died, it was

drawn back to it,” answered Mata Nui.

“The mask can do amazing things,” said Toa Tahu. “You could use it to make a body for yourself,

couldn’t you? We could all use your wisdom and your guidance.”

“I think …” There was a pause. “I think perhaps this is not the time for me to walk among you.

You all have a new life to build. My destiny is fulfilled, but for many of you, it has yet to be

written. You need to find your path without my shadow hanging over you.”

“But … but all the battles we fought, all that we endured, was to bring you back to us,” said

Takanuva.

“And in so doing, you grew as a people past the point where you needed a Great Spirit to guide

you,” Mata Nui said gently. “The true power does not reside with me. It lives inside all of you.”

“So this is … goodbye?” asked Kiina.

“Never goodbye,” answered Mata Nui. “Even I cannot predict the future, or if the time will

come when I shall be at your side once more. But until that day arrives, I have something I must

ask of you.”

“Anything,” said Ackar. “Name it.”

“The Great Beings,” said Mata Nui. “They vanished 100,000 years ago, not long after creating

me. They were tormented by guilt over what they knew would happen to Spherus Magna, and

their role in causing it. Find them … tell them the planet is whole once more … convince them

to share their gifts with you. I learned what it can mean to have friends, not subjects; allies,

rather than workers or soldiers. Perhaps they can do the same.”

“If that’s what you want, it’s done,” said Ackar.

“The time has come,” said Mata Nui. “All journey’s must come to an end, but this time, there is

a new beginning as well. There will be challenges to face and enemies to fight, but I know you

will overcome. All that has gone before, my friends, has only served to give birth to this new

day.

“Let unity, duty and destiny be your guides. Be well, be strong, care for this world and for each

other. Farewell.”

The light faded from the mask until it was the dimmest of glows. But no one present doubted

that, somehow, Mata Nui’s consciousness still lingered there.

Kiina caught the Mask of Life as it slowly fell to the ground. She stared at in silence for a long

time, before saying, “I always knew it would end one day. I never thought it would end like this.

It’s too soon, Ackar.”

“I think any time would have been too soon,” said Ackar “I hope none of us ever have cause to

regret what just happened.”

“No. Mata Nui was right,” said Tahu. “We will honor him, and all those who fought for him, in

our memories. But the time has come to move on.”

Tahu reached out. After a moment, Kiina handed the mask to him. He cradled it in his hands,

remembering all the victories and defeats, the arguments, and the moments of revelation. He

recalled the times it seemed there was nowhere to go next, no way to solve a mystery – and

how things would suddenly fall together and the way became clear. He thought about the

Matoran villagers, whose curiosity could sometimes drive him to distraction … but whose love

for Mata Nui and for justice and peace could never be questioned. It was the Matoran who

lived to hear the tales of the past, and it was they who would keep those tales alive in the

future. True, there were dangers on this world, both known – Skrall, Skakdi, and more – and

unknown. But as they always had before, somehow they would find a way to overcome.

“Come, my friends,” he said, at last. “It is time to go.”
*

Kopaka threw his weapon onto the sand slumped down a rock. He was tired, all the way down to the core of his being ... tired of fighting and running and fighting some more. It seemed like that was all he had done since he and his teammates had arrived on the island of Mata Nui more than a year before. As he looked over the Bara Magna battlefield, and the hulking corpse of Makuta's massive robot, he wondered if at last it was over.

He had answered Tahu's call with all of the Toa Nuva, except for Lewa. Side by side with other Toa and the inhabitants of this world, they had battled Rahkshi, Skakdi, and vicious, black-armored warriors as well. Tahu had single-handedly defeated the Rahkshi, and the others had battered the rest of Makuta's army into submission. The Makuta robot had been struck on the back of the head by an astral body and fallen faster than an avalanche on Mount Ihu. Now, one by one, Matoran and other inhabitants of the robot were emerging from the ruined shell into the sunlight of a new world.

Using his powers to create an ice ramp, Kopaka traveled over the treetops of the new jungle. He wanted some time alone.

Finding a likely spot, miles away from where the other Toa and Glatorian were assembled, he sat down to contemplate his future. The destiny of the Toa Nuva had been achieved, so he always had the option of giving up his Toa power and becoming a Turaga. But he had no real wish to wind up running a village or outpost somewhere.

He could always just retire from adventuring, of course. This was a whole new world for him, with plenty of places to explore and maybe even someplace to settle. It might be nice to do something besides battle for his life all the time. Of course, he had no idea what that "something" might be, but one thing he did know – there was no way he could lay down his weapons until Lewa was found.

The Toa of Air had been missing for days. It was possible he was simply in some other part of the robot and would be emerging. But he might also have been wounded or waylaid. As annoying as Lewa could be sometimes, he was a fellow Toa Nuva and ... a friend. Kopaka made a silent vow to find him wherever he might be.

The first step would be to talk to the other Nuva and organize a search. Before he could do that, though, something extremely strange caught his eye. A section of the robot's surface was simply disappearing. There had been no explosion, no heat, no sign of the metal being cut. One moment it was there, and the next it was gone.

What was even more bizarre was who emerged from the hole. A small army of Skakdi; a strange, golden-skinned creature; and ... the Toa Mahri! The heroes did not seem to be hostages or prisoners. In fact, it looked like they were quite happily acting as beasts of burden for the Skakdi.

''Lewa will have to wait, I'm afraid'', thought Kopaka. ''I need to get to the bottom of this, for the Mahri's sake if nothing else.''

Fortunately, the new plant life created by Mata Nui provided a lot better cover than a desert ever could have. Kopaka trailed the Skakdi and their mysterious "allies" for miles. When they came to the shores of the ocean, the troop came to a halt. The Skakdi could be seen talking and gesturing to the golden-skinned creature.

The creature nodded once and turned to look at the cliffs beyond the beach. Before Kopaka's startled eyes, a massive castle took shape atop the highest of the rock formations. The walls were made of stone and the towers bristled with weaponry. All of Metru Nui could probably have fit inside it, with room to spare.

''This is extremely not good'', thought Kopaka. ''One Toa Nuva can't do anything here. Let's find out what five can do.''

*

Lewa Nuva was in the middle of his own mystery at the moment. Transported to someplace called Bota Magna along with Toa Helryx, Vezon, Toa Tuyet, Miserix, Brutaka, and others, he had found himself in the presence of someone claiming to be an imprisoned Great Being who sought freedom. The members of his party had immediately fallen into debate on whether it was wise to free someone with so much potential power and evidently a tenuous grasp on sanity. Lewa rapidly grew tired of the argument and found his way out of the fortress.

The area in which he now stood was one of the most beautiful he had ever seen, even more stunning than the jungles of Mata Nui. He used his power to soar above the trees, taking in the majestic forest, beautiful rivers, rolling fields, cybernetically enhanced giant reptiles, and –

Lewa circled back for a second look. Yes, that was a lizard, roughly forty feet high by the Toa's rough estimate. And yes, it did have a laser targeting system in place of one eye, its teeth were polished metal, and its tail was covered in circuitry for its entire length. The Toa of Air watched as the beast pursued a smaller and much faster reptile. The prey looked likely to escape ... at least, until something flashed from the giant's mechanical eye and the ground exploded in front of his quarry. The smaller reptile flew backwards, tumbling end over end, and landed hard on the forest floor. The larger reptile swallowed it whole.

''And we thought we had Rahi problems on the island'', thought Lewa. ''They grow them big here.''

Swooping down for a closer view, Lewa spotted movement on the forest floor. This time, it wasn't reptiles, but villagers not too different in size from Matoran. They were marching at a steady pace, seemingly unaware of the proximity of the massive predator. Lewa decided he had better warn them.

Landing some distance away, so as not to startle the natives, he waited for their approach. As soon as they saw him, they spread out as if to surround them. He kept his arms at his sides, not wanting to appear hostile. Now that they were closer, he could see they were quite different from Matoran in some ways. They carried very crude weapons, axes and spears and clubs made from wood and rock. While they did wear armor, it was a strange hybrid of metal and plant life.

One of the villagers, obviously the leader of the patrol, stepped forward and addressed the Toa. But Lewa could not understand anything he said. He tried to use gestures to convey the message that a huge reptile was not far away, but the villagers did not seem to get it, or else just didn't care. They seemed much more fascinated about him. A few of the braver ones poked and prodded him, as if they had never seen his like before.

Now the leader was making gestures of his own, evidently asking Lewa's point of origin. The Toa of Air smiled and nodded, trying to show he understood, and pointed in the direction of the fortress. There was an immediate murmuring among the villagers, not at all a happy sound. The next thing Lewa knew, the points of countless spears were at his throat.

''Oh'', thought the Toa of Air. ''It's going to be this kind of day.''

*

Angonce studied his ancient equipment. It told him much about the state of the newly restored Spherus Magna. Mata Nui had gone dormant, at least temporarily; the original Mata Nui robot and its prototype had both been destroyed; the nanotech inhabitants of Mata Nui had somehow survived and were emerging onto Spherus Magna and interacting with the local inhabitants.

The Great Being should have been pleased by all this. After all, it was he and his brothers and sisters who had created Mata Nui and sent the robot on its mission, which culminated in the restoration of the planet. But things had changed a great deal in the last 101,000 years. What might once have been cause for celebration now provoked very different emotions.

''They will seek the Great Beings now'', he thought. ''They will want to tell us that all is well. Toa and Glatorian, Matoran and Agori, will join together on this 'joyous' mission. But all is not well ... and if they go in search of those who brought so much glory and so much misery to this world ... I fear they will find nothing but death.''

