Chapter 15- Vitara’s Plan
Krahiki shambled through the twisted jungle, tripping over vines and slipping in the squelching mud. He had been staggering around for many hours, walking towards some unidentified goal deep in the jungle, and he was in a darker, more tangled region than he had ever seen before. He doubted whether any Matoran had ever walked this long and this far to find this part of the swamp.

Of course, to be entirely accurate, this was not Krahiki at all. This was Vitara, occupying the shell of Krahiki. 

The green Krana that was latched onto Vitara’s face let in a thousand voices, weakening Krahiki’s mind. With his psychological expertise, Vitara had simply directed this mental barrage at the Matoran host rather than himself, and he now dominated the body. It was all his own.
Beneath the fleshy green Vu, the scar on Vitara’s left cheek blazed red. Yes, it was Vitara’s cheek on Vitara’s Ruru. And this, even, was beneath Vitara’s Krana. It felt good to own one’s self again, for the first time in uncountable centuries. 

The thousands of voices of the Bohrok Swarm, lumped together with Krahiki’s, muttered in a distant corner of Vitara’s mind, but it was so quiet as to be inconsequential. He felt confident enough in his control, now, and he willed his Krana Vu into working.

It pulsed and flashed, not wanting to obey this foreign intelligence, but Vitara forged on and the parasite’s weak will fell down another notch. Vitara now commanded it to activate its power of flight, and it did. 
The feeling was magical for Vitara. He was weightless, and he let his limbs dangle beneath him limply as his puny Matoran body rose into the higher tangle of branches. He swept through sickly, malnourished leaves and between tree-limbs, coming to rest on a dying Madu tree. To fly was nothing short of exhilarating.

But still, he told himself not to get caught up in his fun. He proceeded to fly in a more straightforward manner for some hours, taking occasional breaks to rest. 

After a long time he reached a ruined stone structure that had clearly been sitting in this mire for a thousand years or more. Remnants of a stone doorway and numerous statues had over time become one with the swamp trees, and the twisting vines had become as much a part of the structure as the original blocks.
The sickly brown light that filtered down from the thick trees cast unnerving shadows throughout the ruin, whose strange hieroglyphs indicated that it may once have been some sort of temple. 
The still puddles of brown water surrounding it reflected it like a mirror, broken only by the omnipresent roots that emerged from the pool in clumps.

Vitara landed and stepped into the water, wading across it towards the centerpiece of the structure. An enormous tree grew from here, a good twenty bios around, with a trunk too tall for Vitara to see, as it was hidden in the canopy. Between two of its roots- Each as wide around as a good-sized tree-trunk- Was a stone archway, beyond which was darkness.
It was difficult to tell if this tree had grown around this arch or if the arch had been built into the tree.

Vitara walked up a half-submerged stairway until he reached the doorway, where he entered and walked down another flight of cracked stairs. Everything was dank and unsettling in here (Or would have been to a casual observer), and when he entered the main cavern beneath the temple it only became worse.

Several inches of brackish water covered the stone floor, and strange, almost greyish lightstones dotted the walls in vast concentric circles ringing the whole chamber. Roots hung from the ceiling. A small hut stood in the middle of the cavern with bright lights in the windows, and from a doorway there emerged a skeletal being.
The Skeleton-Thing walked towards Vitara and spoke to him in a smooth voice that seemed very out of place in this setting.

“Three Dark Hunters are on their way,” It said. “They’ve docked in the south.”
Vitara smiled with Krahiki’s mouth and cleared his throat for the first time in a while. 

“That’s good to know. Should the Matoran tell the Toa to help them find us- If indeed the little things search for us at all- We will be well-protected.”

The Skeleton-Thing nodded and walked to the center of the chamber, where a small platform stood, and proceeded to pore over a stack of crumbling tablets.

*
*
*

The Guardsmen filed out of Jala’s planning room and Kopau closed the door behind them. Then the Captain of the Guard gestured for his assistants to leave him and they did. The Po-Koronan now walked towards Jala’s table and sat down at it.

“Now what’re we gonna do about this, Jala?” Kopau asked with a look of concern on his mask.

“I don’t know what there is to do,” Jala responded. “Obviously no one is going to go along with you in search of someone who they think is a criminal. Now tell me, you found the mask not far from Le-Kini, correct? May I see it?”

Kopau carefully set down his filthy, mud-encrusted Kakama on the table, taking care not to scrape anything off. (In order to preserve his mask in the state he had found it, Kopau had been wearing a spare Komau since he had gotten back. Naturally, “Kopau in a Komau” had been the butt of many jokes.) The Kakama, which Krahiki had disguised himself with, was largely grey but stained brown in places from the thin mud.
“And,” said Jala, “I believe you salvaged some parts from the wreckage of the Boxor?”

Kopau nodded and placed some bent up panels and pistons in front of Jala. They were thoroughly scratched and probably unsalvageable. 

“This appears to be primarily impact-damage, so I’m guessing it was a Nuhvok that attacked him rather than a Lehvak. You didn’t spot anything corroded in the wreckage, did you, Kopau?”
“Nope,” he replied grimly. “Think it’s just Nuhvok that did this.”

“Well if he’s a part of the Nuhvok Swarm now, it seems plausible that he’ll be staying with them. Locate them and he can’t be far… That’s where the search will begin.”
“Pardon me, Captain Jala, but who’ll be searchin’? You coming?”

“No,” Jala frowned. “I’ve got a lot of work to do, and I can’t leave without giving the Guard a good reason- And searching for an attempted murderer in trouble isn’t one.”

“But- But is it safe fer me to go on my own?” Kopau asked.

“No, but you’ll have Kuriko with you. And I think I know someone who’s willing to help you out… And if he’s not, he’ll do it anyways.”

*
*
*

Antigrus hacked through the thick tangle of vines and stepped over a log. Nanamu followed a bit too closely behind and Avak stood at the back, holding the map in front of him. 
As Antigrus dutifully hacked away at the plants with his many blades, his keen hearing picked something up- Something dangerous was nearby. He stopped to listen and the three feathery antennae on the back of his head pricked up slightly. He turned around and looked up to the trees and down at the ground. His one eye missed nothing- Whatever he heard wasn’t close enough to be seen.

“What are you doing?” snarled Nanamu. Due to his Matoran-like stature, his threatening tone was met generally with indifference.

“Silence, Nanamu,” Antigrus muttered. “Something is nearby. While I can’t pretend to be sure, I have a feeling it’s big enough to kill you if it feels like it.”
Nanamu frowned and looked up at him. The lazy little Dark Hunter then, too impatient to wait, sat down on a fallen log and sulked. Avak rolled his eyes at the whiny little being and strained to hear something, but nothing caught his attention. He knew that Antigrus’ race was very in-tune with nature, and he trusted his guesses.

Avak said, “What does it sound like to you?”

“Angry, but beyond that I’m not so sure,” He replied. “It’s strange… I’m not sure whether it’s Rahi or something sentient. Either way, though, it’s being blotted out by other sounds now. These ones are definitely Rahi.”
He got back to cutting up the foliage in front of him and Nanamu sprung up to eagerly wait behind him again. The jungle was too dense in these parts. 

About twenty minutes later, it became clear that Rahi of all kinds were heading their way. Small Fikou and Lightning Bugs came first, and after that Brakas and Kewa came flitting through the treetops. At one point Antigrus thought he even heard a Muaka roaring somewhere to their right.

At this point there was no question that something up ahead was driving these Rahi in their direction and still Antigrus couldn’t identify it based on his incredible senses- It seemed to him vaguely unnatural. He was troubled by it. 
At one point he hacked away a dense wall of branches and vines and realized that there were no more behind it. In front of the three Dark Hunters there stretched a somewhat barren region. There were tree-stumps here and there and damp sawdust, but all trees had been just about shredded. A horrible chemical stink pervaded the area.

They walked through the clearing and Antigrus now heard an odd splashing or spraying sound. Steam hissed from the nearest stand of trees and a glint of green caught his eye- A roundish metallic creature emerged from the woods and ambled towards them, its red eyes ablaze. Had they appeared threatening to it?

It growled and sprayed a stream of acid towards them, but the group scattered. Antigrus, perhaps against his better will, pulled Nanamu out of the way. 
The one-eyed Dark Hunter now aimed his heavily modified right arm at it and blasted it with a pulse of energy. The creature was blown back but it shrugged it off and advanced again. That was enough to stun any Rahi, Antigrus knew, but this seemed not to be one. He charged his weapon again and launched a second, stronger beam. This one blasted open the thing’s faceplate and it sat there smoking.

They approached its wreckage and looked through it. There was no hint of muscle or anything organic besides a sticky grey mass that might have been a brain before it was destroyed. The entire thing seemed thoroughly mechanical, like a more advanced version of a Vahki. 

Nanamu, always the impatient one, beckoned them to follow him rather than examine the strange machine. Avak shrugged and followed him, looking over the map again. Antigrus glared at the little being and bitterly went along.

*
*
*

Krahiki watched from behind Vitara’s eyes as the Skeleton-Thing stood in the center of the chamber. He was reading from a stack of very old tablets that Krahiki couldn’t help but find disconcerting, for there was something about the hieroglyphs and illustrations on them that seemed oddly familiar.
Vitara sensed this and muttered to Krahiki, “Yes, Krahiki, you have seen these twice before. The Texts of Shamat have gone unspoken for much of Matoran history, however, for few that still live have the knowledge to translate them. You will be among the privileged few to hear them.”
The skeletal being walked up a series of cracked steps to a domed, almost Suva-like structure, with a pattern of geometric carvings running over the whole thing. He picked out several seemingly random tablets from the stack and placed them into the elaborate grooves of the structure, at which point a deep throbbing sound came from the walls, as if a powerful engine had been started for the first time.
The rings of lightstones on the walls began to spin slowly and the pattern of light rearranged to form something that struck Krahiki as almost constellation-like, but it deviated from the norm just enough for him to be uncertain. Corresponding lights gleamed in the carvings of the domed structure.
There was now a loud clank as the spinning stopped and a circular hole opened at the top of the dome. The Skeleton-Thing clambered into it, where he sat in an almost meditative position. From between the cracks of his body there poured a wispy black smoke that clung to his armor and fed into the dome. The gleaming lights in its carvings dimmed and in turn those on the cavern’s walls did the same.
The being then stood up and, in his oddly smooth and normal voice, bellowed a string of exotic words from a language that once again seemed to Krahiki tantalizingly familiar. 

“Ekut Shamata nukave!”

The black mist now clouded and obscured the upper ceiling of the room, billowing forth from the dim greyish lightstones in the walls. Dark shapes seemed to solidify in it and they spun around wildly and without direction. Krahiki knew this was familiar as well, and this, at least, was something that he could remember specifically. There was no doubt in his mind that this was the strange chaos he had visited when the Skeleton-Thing decided to teleport him from place to place.
And as the black mist dissipated, it became clear to him that he had seen it before somewhere else as well. The shapes were visibly rusty and decaying and seemed to resemble the body parts of Rahi and Matoran, all spinning around in a vortex. The place where the Skelton-Thing jumped to while teleporting and the vortex that the Makuta called “the Void” were one and the same.

If he had control of a mouth, Krahiki would have gasped. Instead he asked Vitara in a thought, Are you and the Makuta working together after all?

Vitara chuckled condescendingly. 
“No, Tohunga, there is no need to jump to that conclusion- The Void is not something that one single being can control. In fact, it is the fault of that Makuta that I am in the situation I’m in now... When this is over, the Makuta’s crimes will have been finally undone.”

*
*
*

It was only early evening, but the thick smoke of Ta-Wahi blotted out the sun and cast a shadow over the village. If it weren’t for the fiery glow of the volcano it would be as dark as night. 
Jala led Kopau through the dark streets, past the Ta-Suva and many other points in the vast fortress. Kopau was poorly-known enough to wear his regular Kakama, but Jala wore a Pakari so that no one would try to talk to him; he didn’t want anyone to know that this was the sort of business he was involved in. 

They reached a dwelling carved into a wall of black, volcanic stone. Its square doorway was shut and lights burned in its windows. The Captain of the Guard paused at the door before knocking and looked at the Po-Matoran behind him. If the Matoran they were looking for decided to make a big deal out of this request for help, it might be bad publicity for the Guard and all those connected with Krahiki. This was a risky move.
Kopau nodded and Jala knocked on the door. There was the sound of shuffling footsteps and in a few seconds they were standing in front of him. It took the Matoran a moment to recognize Jala without his usual Kanohi, but after that he awkwardly gestured for them to enter.

“Oh,” said Poru. “You two…”
Kopau shut the door behind him and Poru allowed them to sit down. He approached them and they all said their share of greetings, but it was difficult for them to act casual given recent events. After a few awkward silences and scattered bits of conversation, Jala cut straight to the point.
“Poru,” he said, “Just to make sure- You know for sure now that Krahiki is innocent, don’t you? You don’t have any lingering… Doubts?”

“No, he’s innocent,” Poru frowned. Though it seemed that what he was speaking the truth, there was a harsh edge to it. 

Jala looked at Kopau and Kopau spoke: “’Cause Krahiki seems to’ve been caught by the Nuhvoks and yer the only other one who knows ‘bout him…”

Poru looked at them with a hint of suspicion in his eyes.

“And…?”

“If you’re done mourning your losses,” said Jala (And with this he glanced at the protodermic Kiril now hanging from the wall), “We would be very thankful if you could help Kopau to search for him. I would do it myself, but I have a duty to stay and defend the village.”

Poru looked to the Kiril and frowned again. Jala thought he seemed rather bitter about having been misled so much earlier, but he hoped it might lead to an urge to make up for his disloyalty. 
“Where was he lost?” Poru asked, still avoiding eye-contact with anything but the empty Kiril.

“The mask he was wearing was found near Le-Kini, but it’s difficult to say how far he’s gone or where he might be now.”

“How could two Matoran possibly find a single person in the whole jungle? It’s enormous. To find him with any less than a full search-party we would need, quite frankly… Deus ex machina.”

Jala found his pessimistic attitude rather discouraging, but he pushed forward anyways: “Even so… We… Have an ussal... Do you think you’d be willing to help us out? For an innocent Matoran?”
“I suppose I might as well,” Poru sighed. 

“Excellent,” Jala said, smiling at the two Matoran with him. “Meet me at dawn at my meeting-room. I’ll provide you with your supplies.”
