The Lightning Bug
"De-Koro welcomes you, Toa Varian," whispered the Turaga. "I am sure you are aware of how rarely we let Toa enter the village."

"We're too loud for you, I understand?"

"Yes, I'm afraid so," he replied with a thin smile. "You mustn't take it as a sign of disrespect, though. After all, I was once a Toa like yourself... And right now, we are in dire need of a hero."
With this remark, the Turaga's yellow eyes burned brightly from behind his dull mask. There was an intensity there that Varian found unnerving. She blinked once, and decided to cut to the chase.

"So, Turaga..." she whispered.”For what reason have I been called here?"

The Turaga stood up and turned towards the wall of his hut, his hands clasped behind his back. He gestured toward a mask on the wall—a mask that Varian had assumed was a trophy. 

"Until last week, this was the mask of my right-hand Matoran," he whispered, his voice cracking slightly. "But something has been striking at us, gradually... First at our Mahi herds, then at our people... Something with the ferocity of a Rahi, and the intelligence of a Toa."
He turned.

"Toa Varian, please help us stop it." 

- - -

De-Koro was a strange place. For those who visit it—and few ever do—it toes the line between disturbing and amusing. At first, the utter, dead silence calls up all the horrible powers of suggestion in the mind... The visitor sees it as a dead village peopled by silent, grey specters, or as some horrible trap laid out for them. But as they look closer, they see that it is not such a forbidding place after all. They see an ordinary community of ordinary Matoran, going about their lives with the volume muted. Matoran stand and chat, laughing silently and swapping stories too quietly for outsiders to hear. On Naming Days, they even dance the Takara, but only to the tapping of a single tiny xylophone. 

Varian was beginning to get a feel for it, and she now felt a bit more comfortable following the Turaga through the village square. 

"Have you ever met Krakua?" the Turaga whispered.

"Yes, actually," Varian said, glancing at a Suva overgrown with weeds. (It certainly wasn't needed for any Toa. Perhaps the Turaga used it?) "He was once sent as a representative to our village. He seemed like a good Matoran."

"Hehe," the Turaga wheezed. "I'm glad you think so. I fear most of his fellow villagers would disagree."

"Turaga," Varian said, taken aback. "Maybe I'm overestimating the hearing your people are famous for... But are you sure he can't hear you right now?"

"He would be able to, if he weren't humming so loud. The poor thing has no volume control at all... I can tell where he is at any given time. Everyone here can. That's why we have him act as an ambassador whenever loud-talkers need a De-Matoran. He can live comfortably with people not whispering."
They neared Krakua's hut, and at their approach he ceased his humming, turned around and said in a moderately loud voice, "Toa Varian!"

The Turaga cringed and steadied himself with his staff. 

"Oh," he whispered. "I'm sorry, Turaga, I was just a bit excited—"

"It's—it's okay, Krakua... Here, I have brought Toa Varian for you." 

Krakua bowed respectfully and took Varian by the hand. 
"Please come with me, Toa Varian. I will bring you to the sites where the attacks took place."
- - -

They stood on a grassy slope just outside the jungle that encircled the village. A few flat rocks jutted from the hillside, forming a perfect surveying platform for a Matoran to watch his herd of Mahi. 
"He stood on this rock, right here... The shepherd, I mean... That's where he would always stand. We were watching the Mahi in shifts, you see, because we were scared of whatever had been killing them. His shift was almost up, so I was on my way out there when... When it happened."

Krakua trembled as he told his story. 

"As I was walking through the jungle, I heard his screams, and the barking of his Hapaka dog... I had never heard a De-Matoran scream before. I started running to help him, but as soon as I reached the end of the trees, the thing was already running away with him..."
He walked over to a crevice in the rock and gestured to it with a look of anguish on his face.

"I found his mask here. It was all I could bring back to the Turaga..."

Varian grimaced. These sorts of situations were uncomfortable for her. She tried to look optimistic for him.

"Did you get a look at the creature, little one?"

"It was big and black and horrible... It ran like an ash-bear... Kind of a loping motion to it. Oh, but it wasn't an ash-bear..." He looked close to sobbing.

Varian bent down to try and comfort him. The people of her tribe may have been female, but they weren't the sensitive, emotional types that came out of the water villages. This was difficult. After a little while, to her relief, Krakua pulled back from her and took a deep breath. He seemed ashamed of acting vulnerable... He knew he was meant to be a representative of his tribe, after all.

"Oh, I'm glad we're out beyond the jungle... The villagers didn't hear that breakdown, thank Mata Nui," he said, putting on a weak smile. 

"They can't hear us from out here?"

"Well, maybe if we shouted as loud as we can... Like he did."

"If they can't hear us," Varian said, "I'll tell you what we're going to do now, because it's something the Turaga might not approve of. We're going to pay a visit to Makuta Gorast."

"The Makuta-witch?" Krakua asked incredulously.

"I don't think that's a title she likes much, but yes. She may be a bit of a frightening creature, but I've asked her for help before. It is her duty to oversee the peninsula, after all. Her Rahi see many things, including, I hope, this monster—"
"It's here."

"What?"

"The monster. I can hear it... I know that breathing anywhere... It's behind that stand of trees," he said, indicating the edge of the jungle. "It's stalking us."

"Krakua, listen to me now. Stand very still, and act like you don't hear it. I'm going to take it by surprise."

The two stood facing each other, attempting to look casual, but only looking stiff. Varian put her two open palms together—she used no Toa tools—and slowly drew them apart to reveal a thin, crackling line of electricity. 
"This may be loud, Krakua."

She whirled around, fast as lightning, and let fly a fork of energy at the stand of trees. It was only visible for a split second, but the deafening boom of thunder afterwards was enough to knock Krakua to the ground. A charred pile of logs stood where before there had been trees.
"Come on!" she said, grabbing Krakua and dragging him to the smoking heap. She picked him up and jumped atop the logs, peering into the trees. A black monster ran, already in the distance, disappearing into the jungle.

"Do you think it's heading for the village?" Varian asked.

"No, no... The jungle extends for many kios. We believe it's been living there." 

"Then come. Let's head for Gorast." 

- - -

"Lightning in itself is not especially terrible or dangerous," Varian said, her hands crackling with energy. "But to an even greater degree than fire, it is unforgiving of any carelessness or neglect."

They had stopped by a small creek to have their lunch of Bula berries, when Varian had started playing with hers, sending a current through a berry until it popped. Not having seen many Toa before, Krakua was eager for a demonstration. 

"While fire may spread after being used by a Fire-Toa, and therefore must be extinguished, lightning is an immediate threat to anyone involved. Take the Lightning Bug, for instance... Their antennae can generate a small charge—just enough to stun a predator and escape. But when the bugs go to drink water from a jungle pool, the Ruki-fish will slowly approach them, allowing themselves to be seen. Not thinking, the bug will shoot an arc of lightning at the Ruki in self-defense, only to electrify the water and stun themselves. Then, they make easy lunch for the Ruki." 

"Sounds like a pretty dumb Rahi," Krakua laughed.
"Maybe not as dumb as you think. They just don't know how to watch for the circle."

"The circle?"

"Lightning always wants to travel in a circle, in the same way that fire always wants to spread. When using lightning, one must always be wary of not redirecting an attack at oneself or one's friends. That's why I don't use a weapon... A metal sword or staff is the worst thing you can ask for as a Toa of Lightning, because it's so easy to channel your power through it unintentionally."

"Well... What about a wooden weapon?"

Varian shot a ball of lightning at a nearby tree, and it burst into splinters. Krakua clapped.

"It must be difficult having an element that you're so vulnerable to."

"You're not exactly one to talk, De-Matoran. You're a bit of a lightning bug yourself."

- - -

"We're getting close to the Acid Falls," Krakua muttered. "I can hear them."

"I know. They're very loud, even for me...” Varian paused. “You can hang back, if you like."

"Of course not. That monster would come back for me, I know it."

The two of them walked through the increasingly desolate rocks. A thick steam hid the Falls from view, but the smell of sulfur was unmistakable. Gorast's lair was right up ahead.
"You will have to stay down here while I go in to see her. She prefers speaking to Toa over Matoran... She thinks you're all ingrates." 

They stopped before a rocky cliff, and Varian gestured for Krakua to sit down. 

"Where are the Falls? I can't see them," he asked.
"Probably about twenty bios west from here," Varian replied. "So not far at all. The steam is just too thick to see them... You're my responsibility, so I can't let you get too close to the Falls themselves. The pools at the bottom produce enough fumes to knock out a Kane-Ra." 

With that, she rubbed her hands together and pulled them apart, leaving each palm crackling with static electricity. She slowly placed one on the cliff face, and pulled. With a great effort, it came loose again from the wall. Varian smiled reassuringly at Krakua before putting her hands back onto the rock and climbing up, out of sight, into the fog. 

She made the climb in just a few short minutes, with no complications save for a lot of steam in her eyes. At the top of the falls, she pulled her hands loose from the ground and dusted herself off, turning her head up to look around. Across from her yawned a vast cave mouth, its far side mere inches away from the rushing river of acid. Taking a deep breath of the sour air around her, she walked to the cave mouth and knelt.
"Makuta of the Tren Krom Peninsula, Mistress of the Acid Falls, Conqueror of the Visorak! I, Toa Varian, request your audience!"

A low shudder emanated from deep inside the cave, like rustling leaves or the dying breath of an old Turaga. Varian still knelt, her head down, as she watched a slithering mass of Kraata approach and surround her. They slipped and tumbled over each other, but all the same moved as one.
"You may look up now, Varian," came the voice of Makuta Gorast.

The Makuta stood above her, looking regal and powerful as ever, though with a distinct aura of decrepitude and decay. 

"I know why you are here, and I would like to help you," the Makuta rasped. "You are seeking a monster... The same monster that has been terrorizing that secluded little village, it seems."
"Yes, Makuta. It has already killed once... I cannot let it do so again. Do you know where it can be found?"

"As a matter of fact, Varian, I do," Gorast said in a slimy tone of voice. "An infected Gukko of mine just recently spotted a large black monster living on the next hill over. I believe it's the one you are looking for."

"Thank you, Makuta," Varian said, bowing her head once again. "I do not wish to take up any more of your time. Farewell."
Varian stood and turned, but the mass of kraata remained in her way, quivering like jelly. She didn't dare step on one in front of Gorast.

"Do you intend to kill this monster?" Gorast asked.

"If I must, though it's not... preferable," Varian replied, still facing away from the Makuta.

Gorast gave a barely perceptible smile and, with a wave of her hand, parted the pile of Kraata to form a path for the Toa. 

"Let's hope it all goes well, then."

Varian then walked to the edge of the cliff and, activating her Mask of Levitation, glided gently down. 

- - -

Deeper yet, in the lair of Makuta Gorast...

"Well, Savage, I have betrayed the trust of the Toa, and all for you. Don't allow this opportunity to go to waste."
The Dark Hunter known as Savage nodded his head obediently. 

"Now, you are aware of what it takes to defeat a Toa of Lightning? You have trained for this?"

Once again, a nod of the head.

"Then I wish you luck, Dark Hunter. When you take her to the Shadowed One, make sure he knows that I have helped you. It will be a token of the mutual goodwill between our two organizations. Now hurry along, they're already on their way."

The Dark Hunter grunted his acknowledgement and dropped to all fours, running out of sight.

From what Gorast had gathered, Savage had fallen to a Toa of Lightning once before, and was seeking a victim so that he could prove himself to the Shadowed One. She couldn't help but chuckle. Could the Dark Hunters really be employing a Hordika so far gone that he was barely capable of speech? Recruiting standards had evidently dropped since last she checked. 
Still, Gorast hadn't had many opportunities to see bloodshed like this lately, so she would have to embrace it. Plus, she couldn't help but wonder if there was a method to Savage's madness; did he slaughter those Mahi out of cunning, or out of mindlessness? Was it fate that dropped a Toa of Lightning into his waiting claws, or had he sought Varian out? Either way, she would be watching through her Rahi.

Remember, Savage, She thought. Watch for the circle.
- - -

"Do you hear anything, Krakua?"
"Not over the roar of those falls, no. I'm as deaf as you over here."

Dusk was on its way, and Varian was beginning to doubt whether it had been wise to go out in search of the monster just now. She was confident she could defeat it, of course—though it appeared very dangerous, it would certainly have to be some Rahi to stand before a Toa! But all the same, she had a Matoran with her, and she wouldn't be able to forgive herself if something happened to him. And they were much too close to the monster's location for her to send Krakua back to the village by himself...
She looked up the hill they were climbing. It wasn't a steep one, or a particularly high one. Even now, she could see an easy way up to the top, which was conveniently nice and flat. Did this seem like the kind of place where a monster would make its home? Perhaps it had just been passing through when Gorast's Gukko had seen it. 

Or perhaps that dark shape now peering down at them was what she was looking for.

"Krakua, get down!" 

With a terrible roar, the black monster began to run down the hill at them, jaws gaping and frothing.  Varian grabbed Krakua and leapt out of the way of the speeding creature, landing on her back to protect the Matoran. She picked him up under one arm and ran to the top of the hill with all the speed she could muster. Down below, the monster had just skidded to a stop.
"We have the high ground for the moment," Varian muttered, "If it keeps relying on its bulk and trying to charge us—and I pray it does—it'll get tired, and this will be an easy battle."

"Try baiting it!" Krakua replied breathlessly. "It might get angry and try charging us again."
Varian nodded and cupped her hands over her mouth. 

"WHAT IS IT, MONSTER, TIRED? KEEP IT UP! DON'T STOP CHARGING NOW!"

Down below, it turned and looked inquisitively at them. For a moment, Varian's eyes met with those of the creature. They were wild and maddened, but there was a certain intelligence to them... A familiar intelligence, like that of a Matoran or Toa.

It stood up on its hind legs and began making what was almost a gagging motion with its head. A string of deep, guttural noises came from its maw.

"What's it doing?" whispered Krakua.

"I think it's... Baiting us,” she paused, and Krakua could hear fear in her voice. “It's trying to talk. Krakua, I don't think this is just a Rahi. I need to get you out of here."

The monster snarled and started to run back up the hill toward them, but Varian was ready; electricity crackled between her fingers. She flung a ball of lightning at the monster, flattening it in its tracks for just a moment. Within seconds it was up and running.
Varian turned. "Krakua, the moment I have this thing occupied, even for just a second, you run all the way back to De-Koro! Understand?"

Krakua just stared.

The beast leapt in front of them and came to a stop. For a split second, Toa, Matoran, and Dark Hunter stood frozen on top of the hill. The beast seemed to be sizing up his prey, so Varian did the same. Her opponent stood across from her, towering and dark, and clearly something other than a Rahi. On one arm it possessed an immense, metallic claw, and in the other, something resembling a blaster. On its back was a circular apparatus whose purpose she couldn't guess.
The monster struck first, raising its arm to deliver a crushing blow. Varian leapt aside, responding with a precise ray of electricity, but the monster shrugged it off. She darted away as fast as she could, and with a gesture of her arms, the clouds above began to swirl. Swinging her hand as if holding a hammer, she directed a bolt of lightning to crash down onto the body of the monster. It thudded to the ground, but instantly began thrashing and trying to get up.
"It'll only be down for a moment," Varian said, turning to Krakua. "Now run!"

Krakua paused, unsure of what to do, and slowly began to turn to leave.

 Varian turned her head back to her opponent in time to see it lunge. She slipped under it and hit it from behind with a blast of electricity.
“What are you?” she asked as the monster turned around.

The beast paused and looked at her, its eyes gleaming. Once again, it opened its mouth and struggled to speak. This time, though, its guttural sounds began to coalesce into words—low, horrible words.

“Do you not recognize… a Dark Hunter… when you see one? You peninsula-dwellers are so…” He choked down some of his froth. “…Quaint.”
He lashed out again, sinking his claw into the ground where Varian had been a second before.

Varian had heard a little about Dark Hunters, but had never seen one before. Perhaps if she knew what he was after, she could help him with it and send him on his way.

“Please, Dark Hunter,” she said, jumping back to avoid another blow, “What do you want?” 

Squinting his eyes with concentration, he laboriously spewed another series of words out of his mouth.
“You… You would make… a beautiful trophy.”

With that, he swung at her feet with his claw. Jumping out of the way, Varian activated her Mask of Levitation and hovered in the air above him, just out of reach. Summoning all her power, she sent a continuous stream of energy at the Dark Hunter, hitting him square in the chest. But even as he began to scream and his armor began to steam, he stood his ground, determined not to fall as he had earlier. Slowly, he struggled to raise his blaster—not toward Varian, but something else—and turned his head. Varian followed his gaze until she spotted Krakua, standing still and watching the fight, halfway down the hillside. 
“KRAKUA!” she screamed. “GET AWAY!”

Trying not to break her concentration on the Dark Hunter, she twirled her free arm overhead, and the clouds began to boom with thunder. That got the message home, and Krakua began to run away, his hands over his ears.

Turning her head back to the monster she was bombarding with energy, she realized her mistake. She was overextending herself so much that she hadn’t watched for the circle, but her enemy had made no such mistake. Even as her electricity flowed through him, he reached up with his long, metallic claws. Levitating as she was, she was ungrounded, and all of her power rushed directly into her body.

Like a Lightning Bug.

Varian fell to the ground with a thud, her eyes dark and her heartlight dim. Savage staggered, barely able to stand from the strain. He trained his paralysis spinner on his captive, letting fly for when she eventually woke up. Pounding his chest, he let out an animalistic roar.
- - -

Krakua ran, his heart pounding and his tears streaming. He ran past the acid falls, past the creek, past the slopes where the Mahi were sleeping, past the jungle, and past his Turaga and a village of bewildered Matoran. They all heard him as he ran into his hut, and a few concerned masks may have appeared in his window to see what was wrong.

Why had he stalled? Why had he stalled for so long, and then burst out into this terrible, endless run? He had ruined everything. Everything. Because of him. 

If there was one thing he had gained today other than guilt, it was the knowledge that he would never forget this day. If he lived a thousand centuries, he would never forget seeing such an innocent, benevolent hero fall to something so senseless and empty. 
He could not let it happen again. 
