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      “BEFORE THE GAMES BEGIN, THERE IS ONE BIT OF BUSINESS THAT MUST BE COMPLETED.”
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         The regal voice intruded on Braldt’s thoughts, speaking in imperious tones through the silver disc fastened to his skull.

            “As you will notice, each team consists of five members. Your first task will be the elimination of one member of your team.

            That choice we leave up to you…”


      A loud outcry rose from the armed gathering while others brandished their weapons.


      “You will choose the member to be eliminated, or we will make the choice for you,” the speaker said, his voice growing harsh

            and cold.


      Randi moved to Braldt’s side, pressing her lithe form against him. Allo and Septua drew in as well, until the four of them

            stood back to back in a tight formation. Marin was the odd man out.


      “Marin, we do not have to do as they say,” said Braldt. “Let us fight together. They cannot make us fight each other if we

            refuse.”


      Marin was crouching low, trident jabbing forward like a tongue of a striking snake, nearly touching Braldt’s chest. In his

            other hand his net swirled slowly. If he heard Braldt’s words, he gave no sign….
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         Falling. It was not unlike the sudden, frightening sensation of falling that sometimes comes with sleep, followed by the immediate jerk of wakening. This time, however, there

         was no salvation to be found in wakening or at the end of the dream, for the endless drop persisted, accompanied by strange,

         flashing lights and a roaring blur of vision and sound that so confused Braldt he was unable to tell whether he was sleeping

         or awake.

      


      He tried desperately to grab onto something, to catch hold, to stop the awful whirling that sickened his senses, but his hands

         caught nothing but air. He closed his eyes, trying to steady himself, to take stock. Where was he and what was happening?

         Slowly his senses cleared, and with an intense concentration of effort, knowing it was vitally important, he recalled the

         strange series of events which had brought him to this point.

      


      He was Braldt the Hunter, warrior protector of the Duroni, chosen to follow Auslic as High Chief. But Auslic had fallen ill,

         and Braldt and his adopted brother Cam had been instructed to enter the Forbidden Lands to acquire a medicine which would

         heal Auslic. This command had been given to them by the high priest and was 

         very unusual in that no one, not even the warrior protectors, had ever been allowed to enter the Forbidden Lands.

      


      Their directive was strange enough, but many things had been peculiar in recent days. The God Lights, the bright display of

         colors that had always leaped and danced in the night skies over the Forbidden Lands, had mysteriously ceased, revealing a

         view of stars never before glimpsed.

      


      There was also the matter of the karks, a lowly and unintelligent race of beast creatures who had begun to invade Duroni lands,

         leaving violence and death in their wake.

      


      Shortly after entering the Forbidden Lands, Cam and his sister Keri (who had joined them on their journey) were captured by

         karks. Braldt and Beast, a half-tamed lupebeast pup who was Braldt’s loyal companion, had to join forces with Sytha Trubal,

         a kark princess, in an attempt to save Carn and Keri from death.

      


      Compromises were reached with the karks who referred to themselves as Madrelli and were far from the savages the Duroni priests

         had led Braldt and the others to believe. Theirs was an amazing story, for they claimed that they were visitors from another

         world. They had been the minions of a race they called “the Masters,” who had manipulated their genetics, raising them from

         semi-intelligent, dextrous animals to reasoning, thinking beings.

      


      But still, they were controlled by the Masters, their every move overseen by machine-like beings known as the hard ones who

         controlled them through the administration of a pill which maintained their level of intelligence, without which they would

         lapse into an animalistic state. But their most vulnerable points were their ears which 

         contained fragile, delicate implants which were surgically linked directly into the pain receptors of the Madrelli’s brains.

         Should they offend or disobey their rulers, punishment by means of hideous pain was their instant reward.

      


      Shortly before Braldt’s arrival, the Madrelli had been told that their mining efforts were no longer cost effective, and that

         the planet was to be abandoned and destroyed so that the mineral the Masters sought could be more easily extracted from its

         ruins.

      


      The Madrelli had other plans, however, for they had found a shrub on the planet which duplicated the chemical which was so

         necessary to their survival. They had come to love the planet and to hate their Masters who regarded them as little more than

         valued slaves. Seeking an alliance with the Duroni, their efforts had been met with violence and death. It was decided that

         the only way to prevent the Masters from carrying out their plan was to sabotage the mechanism that allowed their ships to

         come and go unseen by the Duroni and other tribes that roamed the planet. These were the Duroni’s “God Lights,” actually no

         more than an electrical aurora that masked the coming and going of the great space vessels.

      


      Braldt and Keri were shaken by the Madrelli’s words, disturbed by the realization that their own lives had been manipulated

         as well, for it seemed apparent that there was some collusion between their priests and the Masters. Their entire religion,

         based on the cycles of the moon, was called into doubt and it seemed that many of their beliefs and taboos were conveniently

         meshed with the needs of the Masters.

      


      Carn alone had disagreed, maintaining that the entire 

         tale was a devious kark trick. Braldt and Keri had begged the Madrelli to help them find the medicine that would save their

         chieftain’s life, but the Madrelli were reluctant to do so, for the medicine was to be found in the very chamber that controlled

         the arrival and departure of the Masters. And it was that very lever that created the masking aurora that Braldt had been

         commanded by the priests to pull. The conflict was obvious.

      


      In the end, the Madrelli won their alliance, and it was agreed that a Madrelli known as Batta Flor would accompany them into

         the mountain. They would make their way to the heart of the mountain, and if such a thing was possible, they would retrieve

         the medicine kit, but not pull the lever.

      


      The journey had been long and difficult and danger had dogged their heels. Carn had become separated from them, and after

         being severely traumatized, had experienced a religious vision wherein he imagined that Mother Moon had spoken to him directly,

         commanding him to serve her.

      


      Braldt and Keri had survived, and had discovered the depth of their feelings for one another along the way. Batta Flor had

         not been so fortunate. The Madrelli’s sabotage had blocked the flow of a subterranean river which now seeped into the heart

         of the volcano, causing a tremendous build-up of pressure which threatened to destroy the mountain. Quakes had become a constant

         danger and Batta Flor was seriously injured when his ear was nearly severed by a falling panel. This was far more than a cosmetic

         injury, for the delicate tubes in the Madrelli ears controlled their balance, equilibrium, intelligence, and even the ability

         to feel pain and procreate.

      


      

         Batta Flor, who had hoped to win Sytha Trubal after the completion of the mission, had been strangely calm in the wake of

         the accident and had brushed aside their concerns, determined to press ahead. They had honored his wishes and found their

         way to the flooded control chamber. Braldt and the lupebeast had gained access to the chamber, and through the use of explosives

         had diverted the flow of the underground river.

      


      Their joy was shortlived, however, for even as they gained the precious medicine which would restore Auslic’s health, a crazed

         Carn had appeared, and despite their horrified cries had pulled the lever.

      


      The streaming blur of lights, the dizzying sense of falling, the roar of heavens in his ears… it was no dream, but the result

         of Cam’s pulling the lever. What did it mean? Was he dead and on his way to take his place with the gods? No, one could not

         be nauseous and dead at the same time. And if the Madrelli were right, the gods of his youth were but figments of another’s

         imagination. Who were these Masters and what reason could they have for inventing a religion?

      


      Braldt fought off the taste of sickness that threatened to overcome him and felt for his weapons. If and when the journey

         came to an end, he would not be taken unaware. His short sword was gone, the scabbard empty, but his knife was still in its

         sheath and he gripped the handle tightly. He wondered what had become of Beast and Batta Flor and more importantly, Keri.

         He tried to look around, but any movement only seemed to make matters worse, sending him careening off balance, head over

         heels, 

         spinning round and round until he lost momentum and bobbed to a halt like a twig in a stream. He had seen enough to know that

         he was alone. The thought should have comforted him, but instead he was swept by an incredible feeling of loss. Where was

         he? What was happening to him and would he ever again see those whom he loved?

      


      The turn had revealed a long, dark tunnel, black as the darkest of nights, stretching out behind him. This darkness was surrounded

         by a corona of bright lights, bright as stars interspersed with wisps of color, the rosy pink of sunrise, the pale, pale blue

         of a freshly washed sky and the palest yellow of delicate, mountain flowers. And nowhere had there been any hint of solidity

         or end.

      


      And then it seemed to him that he was falling even faster, the sensation even more intense than it had been. Pressure began

         to build inside his head and chest and he wondered if he were about to die. His eyes were all but closed against the fierce

         pull, and through watering lids he perceived the darkness before him grow smaller as though he were hurtling through space

         into an opening too small to receive him.

      


      Fear fought with rage and nausea and he gripped the hilt of his blade even more tightly, wishing that if he must die, he could

         do so fighting an opponent of flesh and substance rather than an enemy that could not be seen or felt.

      


      The roaring grew louder as the lights flashed past, searing his eyes and ears with a blaze of brilliant sound. The music of the stars, he thought, as consciousness left his body and darkness exploded inside his mind.
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         The end of the dream state came swiftly and without warning. One minute Braldt was falling, surrounded by the circle of bright lights and the loud roaring, and in the next,

         abruptly and without transition, it was over. There was a hard, bone-jarring thump that stunned him and emptied the breath

         from his body. When he shook the dizziness from his head and the ringing in his ears diminished, Braldt found that he was

         sprawled on a hard, metallic floor that mirrored his ungainly posture in the silvery shine of its gleaming surface.

      


      Still dazed by the disconcerting turn of events, Braldt nonetheless took note of the unusual floor. He stroked the cold material,

         appraising and admiring its apparent strength, surely stronger than the bronze blades to which he was accustomed, but such

         contemplation had to be put aside until other, more important questions had been answered. Such as where he was, what had

         happened to him, and where were Batta Flor, Keri, and Carn, as well as the lupebeast pup whose loyal presence he sorely missed.

         Gripping his knife firmly, he rose to a crouch and looked around him, searching for some of the answers to his questions.

      


      There was little to be seen. He was in a chamber no 

         more than twelve feet square with bare walls constructed of a firm, ungiving, non-metal material. Braldt withdrew his fingers

         and wiped them on his cloak, grimacing with distaste at the feel of the substance, disliking the Master’s choice of building

         materials. Other than a doorway set in one wall, there was nothing else to be seen or learned from the room.

      


      Although it was not to his liking, the appearance of the room was strangely reassuring, for it was not unlike other chambers

         that he and his companions had discovered in the endless labyrinth of passages beneath the mountain. Perplexed by the question

         of how he had come to be there, Braldt hurried to the doorway, calling out Keri’s name, hoping to hear her voice, to find

         her somewhere nearby.

      


      Braldt’s heart was pounding and his mouth was dry, and he realized how desperately he wanted to see Keri, to hold her against

         him and know that she was all right. Disappointment struck hard as he reached the door and looked out, seeing nothing but

         another stretch of empty corridor, unbroken by doors or the sight of any living creature.

      


      Despair broke over him in waves and the feeling of hope retreated. Where were the others? Braldt made his way down the corridor,

         determined to find them. Eyes fixed forward, he took no notice of the rows of tiny lights implanted in the walls at waist

         level, nor comprehended the ramifications as he moved through the seemingly innocent lines of light, interrupting the flow

         of their all but invisible beams.

      


      * * *


      

         Other eyes, however, had no difficulty noticing and correctly interpreting the message. “He is in the passage,” intoned a

         voice that resonated oddly as cleverly replicated metal fingers made delicate adjustments to a knob. A large screen crackled

         and leaped to life, and Braldt appeared on the face of the monitor, totally unaware that his every move was being observed.

      


      A hand, completely human in appearance, wearing a large, signet ring set with a deep, green stone came to rest on the shoulder

         of the robotic figure seated before the console. There was the deep release of a sigh, the sound of relief, perhaps even satisfaction

         of a worrisome thing reaching a satisfactory conclusion. The hand tightened on the robot’s shoulder and gave it a tiny shake.

         “Good. It is done. And now, let the trials begin.”

      


      Braldt was troubled. There was no answer to his calls. Either Keri and Cam and Batta Flor had somehow been injured when the

         lever was thrown, or he had fallen farther than he had first thought. But Beast’s hearing was acute, and if he were anywhere

         within hearing range, the pup would find him.

      


      But there was another matter that troubled Braldt even more. The corridor did not resemble any passage they had traveled in

         their search for the flooded chamber. Furthermore, it was undamaged, with no sign of flooding or violent, seismic activity

         which had been their fearful companion for so long.

      


      Troubling as these thoughts were, Braldt was forced to put them aside, for a new, more immediate danger had presented itself.

         The floor was becoming hot.

      


      

         At first it had been barely noticeable, a mere hint of warmth, certainly not unpleasant. But the temperature had increased

         steadily until it could be felt even through the thick layers of hardened leather from which the soles of his sandals had

         been fashioned. Furthermore, the smooth walls that lined the corridor had given way to stone. Small, rounded stones, immense

         boulders, and craggy blocks rose from the metallic floor to the ceiling, which now held the tiny lights which cast a dim light,

         scarcely brighter than stars, in the night sky.

      


      The floor had not changed in appearance in any way, but there was no doubt that it was radiating heat and would soon be too

         hot to stand on. Braldt could see no doors, no exit anywhere; the corridor stretched on indefinitely until it faded into darkness

         at the edge of his vision. He had no reason to believe that the room from which he had emerged would offer any sort of sanctuary;

         there would be no help from that quarter. The walls were at arm’s length on either side. The floor was now painfully hot and

         wisps of steam were rising from the edges.

      


      Braldt’s first thought was to cling to the wall and make his way from rock to rock, but this ploy proved impossible, for many

         of the rocks were too smooth or set flush against the wall and offered no purchase. But there was no more time for puzzling

         the matter through—it had become mandatory for him to get off the floor immediately, for the heat had grown far too intense;

         he could feel the soles of his sandals cracking and breaking apart.

      


      Without conscious thought or decision, Braldt stepped up onto a small outcrop that was barely large enough to hold one of

         his feet while bracing himself against the far 

         wall with his hands. Slowly, carefully, he scraped the disintegrating sandals from his feet, and with his feet free to find

         their own holds, crept up the wall, hands on one side, feet on the other, until he was safely braced four feet above the floor

         which now glowed a dull, cherry red.

      


      It was a difficult but not impossible position to maintain, one that he had used in the past while rock climbing in the mountains.

         So long as the distance between the walls remained constant and he had the strength to support himself, he would be safe.

      


      The journey, such as it was, continued for an interminable period of time, measured only by the degree of his exhaustion.

         For even though Braldt was in prime physical condition, the activity he was engaged in was most unusual, putting an unfamiliar

         strain upon his muscles as he scuttled sideways—hand, foot, hand, foot— resting only when the occasional large stone provided

         adequate support. The instant relief which resulted was followed by an involuntary trembling of overstressed, aching muscles.

         Then, far too soon, the journey resumed, for to stop too long was to risk exhausted muscles locking up, stiffening, refusing

         to function. And beneath him, the floor grew hotter still, now a bright, fiery crimson from which rolled wave after wave of

         blast-furnace heat.

      


      It was after one such brief rest that it happened. A sense of dizziness came over him and he braced himself hard against the

         stones on either side, fearing that he was about to fall. However, the whirling sensation was not a trick of his mind, but

         reality. The fiery floor suddenly appeared above him, and he shrank back despite himself, 

         fearing that it was about to fall on top of him. In doing so, he lost his hold; his fingers, raw and bleeding from the constant

         abrasion of the rough rock, were unable to support his weight.

      


      He fell, twisting in mid-air, throwing out his arms to catch himself, expecting to land on what had been the ceiling only

         seconds before, the little lights shining up through the darkness below him, but then, an instant before he landed, the lights

         and the ceiling fell away and once again he found himself falling into nothingness.

      


      Despair fought with confusion as well as anger, although against whom or what he could not have said, but it was then that

         he first began to suspect that someone or something was purposely manipulating him, and a resolve grew within him to fight

         back, not to give in, or to allow them to win, to defeat him. He was Braldt the Hunter, a warrior protector of the Duroni.

         He would not be vanquished by unseen enemies who played upon his fears of the unknown. Somehow he would survive.

      


      He had half expected to find himself surrounded once again by the whirling tunnel of bright lights, but such was not the case.

         Turning in mid-air, he suddenly found himself in yet another corridor. Startled, he barely had time to take a deep breath

         before he smacked face down in a roaring maelstrom of water which raced through the narrow channel formed by the metal walls.

         Instantly, he was seized by the turbulent water and flung headlong, only to be pulled beneath the surface by the foaming torrent.

         He surfaced briefly and sucked in a gasp of air, as well as a mouthful of water, before being 

         dragged under yet again. The current was as fierce below as above, but lacked the violent turbulence which resulted from currents

         crashing into the walls and rebounding.

      


      The walls were smooth, without purchase, and he began to grow desperate for it was all but impossible to take in air without

         swallowing equal amounts of water. Then his fingers found a seam, a narrow, raised edge of the wall, and he clung to it in

         desperation, meeting the flow of water head on so as to give himself the most leverage; to have turned the other way was to

         risk being washed away. It was not much, merely a fingerhold, but it was enough to allow him to raise high enough up out of

         the water to breathe. It also afforded him the first look at his surroundings.

      


      Initially, it appeared to be no different than the first corridor, other than the race of water. Then, glancing up, he saw

         that the ceiling was crisscrossed with numerous, thin beams of light. None was even half as wide as his littlest finger, but

         all of them shone with an unnatural intensity. Above the lights, there appeared to be some sort of metal grid, almost ladderlike

         in design, perhaps a catwalk that would allow access to the flooded corridor from which he had first fallen.

      


      His mind racing, Braldt was determined to pull himself from the water and reach the catwalk, although such a thing was surely

         not intended by whomever or whatever had constructed these unwelcome challenges. Then, perhaps he would have a few surprises

         of his own.

      


      By some miracle he had not been parted from his cloak which was still draped over his shoulder, plastered against his body

         by the press of water. With some degree 

         of difficulty, he was able to pull it free and hold it above the flood. This required that he retain his grip on the crevice

         with but a single hand. More than once he was nearly pulled away by the force of the water, but he was determined and fueled

         by anger, and in the end he was able to maintain his tenuous grip while balancing the sodden bundle of material in his hand.

         Steadying himself, he flung the cloak upward while holding onto the end. The cloak shot upward, but fell short of the ceiling

         and dropped back into the water, where once again the current did its best to pull it from his grasp.

      


      Over and over he tried, but to no avail, and despite his resolve, found that he was losing strength. The water, while not

         actually cold, was chill, and by drawing off his body heat it was leaving him weak and shaking, barely able to cling to his

         position much less fling the heavy cloth upward. But he would not give up, for he suspected that to do so would spell his

         doom.

      


      Braldt wondered if those who had fashioned this torture were watching, unseen. His teeth bared in a grimace of hatred at the

         thought and the flash of anger gave him the strength to fling the robe farther than before, and he saw that it would reach

         the ceiling. With luck it would wrap around!… Zooks, what was this! As the robe rose upward it crossed the path of one of

         the bright, shining lights and the light lanced through it, shearing the robe as cleanly as a knife stroke! The robe dropped

         into the water and was carried away instantly before Braldt’s stunned eyes. The uppermost bit of cloth fell back through the

         grid of lights and was sliced apart 

         by the crisscross beams, the remaining bits fluttering down to the water like damaged butterflies to be instantly swallowed

         by the maelstrom.

      


      The lights… slicing the robe. Braldt swallowed hard. It could just as easily have been flesh instead of fabric. He looked

         up at the web of lights, noticing for the first time how there was no space large enough for his body to pass through the

         grid of bright beams, realizing, if not understanding, that the lights were weapons more dangerous than any blade he had ever

         known.

      


      How could he win against such an adversary? “Come out!” he screamed. “Show yourself! How can I fight what I cannot see? Come

         out and fight me fairly like a man and I will kill you!”

      


      The water swelled around him, flowing with an even greater force than before, and as his fingers lost their tenuous grip on

         the tiny edge and he was swept away by the torrent, it seemed to him that he heard a chuckle of laughter.
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         Water poured down Braldt’s throat and seeped into his nostrils. He choked and coughed, gasping for air, and the powerful current seized its advantage and flung him headlong

         into the wall. Stunned, he slid into the depths and found almost by accident that here the current ran slower, with none of

         the surface violence. With luck, he found another crevice which allowed him to rise and fill his lungs with air, then descend

         to the more peaceful depths and make his way to the next handhold. In this odd manner, Braldt was able to progress, swimming

         along with the flow of the water, rising whenever possible to search for a way out. No such option presented itself nor did

         the bright grid of lights diminish.

      


      After a time, it seemed that the rate of the flow was growing more swift and it became increasingly difficult to maintain

         his grip when he surfaced for air. Braldt grew worried and he wondered what new torment would be thrust upon him and how he

         would find the strength to fight it. Then, before his exhausted mind could conjure up any new horrors, the current suddenly

         plunged downward, wrapping him firmly in its grip and carrying him with it, helpless to resist.

      


      He felt as though the life was being sucked out of 

         him. The pressure was intense, squeezing him on all sides, immobilizing the rise and fall of his chest. Blackness and pain

         were everywhere, shot through with lines of crimson. He wondered if he were dying and an image of Keri came to him. The thought

         of her gave him new strength, for he was unwilling to die now that he realized the depth of his love for her.

      


      The weight of the water was like a giant fist closing around his chest, holding him tightly, suffocating him. He yearned for

         the cold, sharp sting of air, and then, as though his prayers had been answered, he felt himself released, shooting upward,

         carried along by a great outwelling of water rushing toward the surface. He caroomed out of the water, sucking precious air

         down into his starved lungs, gasping and choking as he fell back into the water, limbs flailing, unwilling to be swallowed

         up again.

      


      Gradually his panic diminished as he realized that the water was calm and placid and no longer appeared to offer a threat.

         Floating atop the still waters, he saw by the dim light that filled the chamber that he was in the center of a large pool

         of water contained by naturally formed rock walls. He swam to the edge of the pool and hoisted himself out onto a rough ledge

         with the last of his strength and lay there, studying his surroundings while regaining his strength.

      


      There were no bright beams of light crisscrossing the chamber, nor was there any other sign of danger. Braldt was not fooled

         into relaxing his guard. Whatever this place was, it was no haven of safety.

      


      The water eddied gently as it lapped against the 

         edge of the pool, then slowly slid along to the right. Following the current with his eyes, Braldt could see that there appeared

         to be a stream of water flowing out of the chamber; it was from this exit that the diffuse light emerged. Chilled by his long

         immersion in the water, Braldt could feel his muscles tightening, growing stiff, and he knew that despite his exhaustion,

         he had to move now or soon he would be unable to rise.

      


      Creeping along the edge of the chamber, he made his way toward the stream of water as it flowed out. Now he could see that

         the water ran between two steep banks and then passed through a narrow aperture. It was from this opening that the light came.

      


      It was a perfect trap. If there was danger waiting for him, it would be found on the other side of the narrow channel, but

         it appeared to be the only way out of the chamber other than the way he had arrived. From the ache in his muscles, Braldt

         realized that he did not have the necessary strength to fight the current, had he wished to do so. He could not stay in the

         cave; it would serve no purpose, and the longer he worried about what might be on the other side, the harder it would be to

         act.

      


      Braldt tested the stream and found that it flowed deep between the ledges that contained it. The ledges were broad, broad

         enough to walk along or cling to as one crawled through the opening out of the darkness of the chamber and into the bright

         light streaming from the other side. The light would be blinding after the darkness of the cave. Braldt had no way of knowing

         for certain that an enemy waited on the other side of the wall, but all his senses and his training told him that it was so.

      


      

         The only thing to do was the last thing that was expected. Taking a deep breath to fill his lungs with air, Braldt submerged

         and dove for the bottom, allowing the current to guide him as he passed through the narrow channel into the light beyond.

         He did not surface then, but swam along the bottom until his lungs were screaming for air. Only then did he reach for handholds

         to pull himself slowly to the top, permitting only his nostrils to break water. Once his lungs had ceased burning, he lowered

         himself and swam along the bottom until his outstretched fingers bumped into a solid wall and he could go no further.

      


      Quick, cautious trips to the surface allowed him to spy out the situation. Once again he was in a chamber fashioned of rough

         boulders. The stream flowed through the center of the chamber; from a wide, circular disturbance on the far side, it appeared

         to exit through some underground device. Braldt had no desire to explore this avenue; he was more than ready to leave the

         water. This cavern, with its broad, flat, hard-packed earth lying on either side of the stream, was larger than the room he

         had left.

      


      But it was neither the whirlpool nor the earthen floor that attracted his attention. He had not been wrong to sense a trap,

         for poised at the edge of the water flow, far enough back so that its shadow would not announce its presence, was a creature

         such as Braldt had never seen before—a creature straight out of a nightmare.

      


      It was tall and broad, taller than Braldt by a full head, and its shoulde were half again as wide. Its arms were long and

         muscular and its chest corded with sinew. 

         It had no skin, but was covered with dark, green scales, and a ridged crest of some hard, horny substance ran from the top

         of its narrow skull to a point midway down its back. Its hands and feet were webbed and the digits tipped with long, sharp,

         ivory-colored claws. It wore no clothes other than a sword belt strapped crossways about its chest; a long knife hung from

         this belt. The sword was gripped in its hands, cleaving fashion, above the watery opening. The hideous creature was bathed

         in a pale, glowing light that followed its every move. Braldt traced the light to its source and found that it had its origin

         high up on the rough, rock walls, emerging from a perfectly round aperture.

      


      Braldt was tired. He had no wish to fight the creature, but it appeared that there was no way to escape it. He pulled himself

         up out of the water slowly and crept toward the enemy, searching for a weapon, for even his knife had been lost to the raging

         current. There was nothing, other than the occasional rock, and he picked up several, although what possible effect they would

         have against this armored monster, he could not have said. His only advantage was surprise. And then, as though growing restless,

         still unaware of his presence, the hideous creature lowered its head and peered into the water, probing the depths with its

         blade. It was too great an advantage to miss. Braldt rushed forward, abandoning all pretense of stealth, catching the beast

         off guard and more importantly, off balance. As it turned its head, startled at the sound behind it, Braldt hit it at chest

         level. It was like running into a stone wall, but his impetus and the element of surprise combined were enough to throw the

         

         creature off balance and slowly, waving its arms futilely, it toppled into the water.

      


      Braldt wasted no time. Before the monster could regain its balance or its senses, Braldt wrested the sword from its grasp

         and plunged it into its body. Then, to his astonishment, the creature vanished! It did not writhe in agony or collapse amid

         gouts of blood as might be expected, it simply vanished! One moment it was there and the next it was gone, leaving Braldt

         standing there holding a sword and feeling extremely befuddled. For a moment, he wondered if he had imagined the whole thing,

         but there was the sword in his hands, reassuringly heavy, gleaming brightly along the honed edges, solid evidence that he

         had not dreamed the monster. Even as he stood looking down at the sword, he heard a low, rumbling growl behind him. Cold dread

         filled his chest, and gripping the blade, he turned. There, standing no more than six paces behind him, was yet another horrific

         apparition. Even as he wondered how it could have approached without being heard, the thing began to move toward him.

      


      Braldt backed away slowly, edging the stream, his feet sliding along the smooth surface of the rock ledge as he gauged this

         new threat. It resembled a lupebeast in that it was wolf-like with double rows of jagged fangs set in its elongated muzzle.

         Its coarse fur was mottled black and gray and brown, and it sported a long, whip-like tail that curled up beneath its belly.

         As with lupebeasts, the thing was able to walk on hind legs and its head was even with Braldt’s. But unlike a lupebeast, the

         creature clasped a double-edged sword in its paws and from the 

         manner in which it swung the blade in great scything motions, there was no doubt that the beast knew how to use it. Its eyes

         glittered darkly with intelligence and hatred as it advanced steadily. The first monster had been dispatched with relative

         ease. Braldt feared this one would be more difficult.

      


      The contest began and it was as Braldt thought; his every move was matched by the hideous creature, in a classic, precise

         technique that mirrored his own training. In fact, the creature matched him blow for blow, wearing him down while itself exhibiting

         no signs of weariness.

      


      Already tired from battling the fierce currents, Braldt knew he could not continue the battle for long. Sword-play, while

         looking graceful and light to the casual observer, was hard work that quickly exhausted the participants as they wielded the

         heavy blades. And yet, despite his determination, Braldt could seize no advantage; it was as though the creature knew his

         every move before he made it.

      


      Braldt began to wonder how it was that the thing knew how to fight him so precisely. There were many different forms of swordplay

         and no two masters followed the same technique. It was almost as though this creature had trained under Braldt’s master… or…

         a startling thought came to him. Perhaps it was exactly that, a mirror image of his own efforts. He feinted to the right.

         The creature feinted as well. He swung his blade overhead only to be matched by an identical move by his opponent and the

         two blades clanged off each other with a bright flash of sparks.

      


      Braldt circled out of his opponent’s reach while his 

         questing eyes sought and found what he suspected he would find—a pale aura of light bathing the creature. Tracing the light

         to its source, Braldt saw that it originated as a narrow beam from a tiny opening set between two boulders high on the rocky

         wall of the chamber.

      


      Anger burst over him in a fiery rush, and ignoring the sword-bearing wolfthing, he turned and ran toward the beam of light,

         smashing at the tiny opening with the hilt of his sword. There was the sound of breakage, a gratifying tinkling, and the feel

         of something shattering beneath the force of his blows. He heard the creature grunt and growl behind him, felt its paw close

         upon his shoulder, felt its hot slaver drool down upon his back, and then the light blinked out and there was nothing. Nothing

         at all. Braldt turned and found that he was alone. The monster was gone, vanished as though it had never existed. And his

         hands were empty; the sword was gone as well.

      


      Braldt slumped against the wall, exhausted, allowing his eyes to close, admitting the bone-deep fatigue that filled his body.

         Thoughts cartwheeled through his head, filling him with confusion. Where was he and what was happening? He was being manipulated,

         that much was clear, but by whom or what—that was the question. Weariness seeped into his limbs, weighing them down, and his

         eyes closed as though of their own accord, even though he knew that the danger had not been eliminated with the destruction

         of the mirror beasts. His breathing slowed and Braldt fell into a deep and bottomless sleep.

      


      It seemed to him that he dreamed, but it was an odd dream, like nothing he had ever experienced before. It 

         seemed that he was floating bodiless, hovering just below the rough ceiling of the cave, looking down on himself as he slept.

         As he watched, the walls seemed to open behind his somnolent body and a host of monsters crept forth. He counted sixteen in

         all, each more hideous than the last. The wolfthing and crested lizard were there as well.

      


      Strangely, there was no feeling of danger, rather, one of gentle concern, almost pity. He knew in some vague way that his

         amorphous self had no way of communicating with his slumbering body, to warn it of danger, to urge it to waken, but somehow,

         there was no feeling of need. As he watched, the creatures lifted his unresisting form between them and carried it away. As

         they vanished, his vision dimmed and he knew no more.
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         Consciousness returned with a sudden, swift rush. Braldt found that he was being carried down a long, brightly lit corridor constructed of the same smooth, shiny, metallic

         substance as the room he had first entered in this gauntlet of dangers. He studied his captors from beneath his lids while

         still feigning sleep. He could feel a number of hands or paws supporting his body, yet he could see only the two creatures

         who carried his legs; he dared not open his eyes further for he did not wish to reveal that he had wakened.

      


      Neither of those who gripped his legs were human. The thing on the left was squat and blocky with rough, warty skin the color

         of ochre mud. Its head sat on its broad, muscular shoulders like a boulder. It had a brief, sloping forehead, tiny, round

         eyes, and no chin to speak of. The entire front of its face was squeezed into a snout that ended in soft, flexible flanges

         of flesh that probed the air restlessly. The pig-like creature wore two broad, leather straps crisscrossed over its chest

         and shoulders, and narrow, leather bands held a variety of swords and knives which glinted sharply under the bright lights.

         The handles were smooth and well worn with use. The creature wore nothing on its ruddy body other than a 

         small, leather loincloth, and its rust-colored flesh rippled with the play of muscles beneath the thick, lumpy skin.

      


      The creature to its right was little better. This was another lizard-type being, but shorter and tougher looking than Braldt’s

         first opponent. This one was dark brown in color; the horny, segmented plates that defined its various body parts were burnished

         a deep mahogany as though the creature spent hours oiling and polishing itself. Its head was broad and flat, its eyes placed

         on either side of the flat muzzle and hooded by layers of armored scales. The scaly muzzle was edged with sharp, triangular

         fangs both top and bottom, and the jaws were held slightly agape, revealing a slit tongue that flickered in and out with every

         breath. Its back was covered with the same heavy, ridged scales and bore a complex pattern ranging from a delicate shade of

         cream to darkest brown. The mottled complexity of the shadowy pattern deceived the eye and Braldt guessed that it was designed

         as protective camouflage for the creature’s natural habitat. It wore no clothing, and so far as Braldt could see, carried

         no weapon. But its digits, all eight of them, were tipped with long, curved, sharp claws that could rip a man from chin to

         belly as easily as it might gut a fish. Further, the top of its flat head, the length of its spine and broad tail, the crest

         of its shoulders, and the backs of its hands all bore a prominent ridge of sharp spikes as sharp and dangerous as any knife.

         The creature had no need for armament, its body provided all it would ever require.
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