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1. Chapter 1


A/N: I haven't posted here in a very, very long time, but I thought a lot more people would appreciate this particular fic here! It's also available in archiveofourown under the same name. Hope you enjoy it!


It was an outdated tradition, but one that still held some significance in the North. It wasn't as though Taraka was unaware of the looks the older boys of the tribe would throw her every time she went out to fetch ingredients for their dinner. It was her idea, in the first place, and after the first week, the rumors flew and Taraka was harassed no longer, though it didn't take long for inquiries of "who the lucky young man" was that had asked for the second child's hand so early to come knocking at their door.

It was one of the few things Yakone didn't care to disparage Taraka about, speaking of how she was freer of distraction if she was uninterested in the affections of boys her age, able to focus on what was more important—her bending.

Her mother, on the other hand, had something to say about her only daughter stealing her betrothal necklace from her room.

At fourteen, Taraka had figured out that she had no interest in anyone in the village. It wasn't as though she'd ever had the time to interact with them, and she didn't think she was missing out on anything at all, with all their bothersome macho posturing, showing off their riches or strength or imagined skill, acting as beneath her as they could possibly act while trying and failing to impress her. Anyway, the only men she ever had time for were her father and brother, and at least she knew them, and loved them all the same, despite her father's hot temper and her brother's cold demeanor.

It wasn't as though they were always like that, though. Yes, her father was strict, and quicker to anger than when they were children, and yes, Noatak barely spoke to her anymore, even when they were seen side-by-side more often than most siblings, but Taraka stored away every precious moment Yakone voiced his approval of her, the rare times his tone would warm and his expression soften (rarely about waterbending, never about bloodbending, but sometimes about other things, the moments when Yakone would say she was just like her mother and then muss her hair with affection), and Noatak held her hand even when she assumed she was too old to be led, and would wrap an arm around her when she was feeling vulnerable.

The older she got, the more approval she got from her father. It was a step in the right direction, when she began to take charge in the household and assisting her mother with finances and other things. She learned, by way of the merchants at the docks, how to haggle, and how to use a charming smile here or a quick word there to get people to trust her, and to do what she wanted. "You'd make a grand politician, Taraka!" said a trader from Republic City, when she'd bought a new radio from him, a smaller, more portable one that was apparently all the rage in the fast-progressing south. "You have the looks, the charm, the wit—why, I'll bet you'll make it big the day you leave this place. You belong with the movers and shakers, the big leagues, the fast talkers, not some backwater village full of dense little boys who're falling all over you!"

Taraka's eyes widened as she considered it. "You really think so?" she said in a measured voice, hiding her suspicion easily. The man nodded as he packed the radio up for her to take home. He didn't seem to be lying, and it wasn't like he was offering Taraka any deals. No, this was just an idea, some small talk with big possibilities, no expectations from the man himself but enough to make Taraka think.

"My dad wants me to go to Republic City one day with my brother," she said casually.

"Well if your brother's got half your charm, you'll be running the city within a decade," the man said easily.

"I'll consider it," Taraka said.

"Well hey, if you ever find yourself considering it hard enough to get on a ferry out, look me up when you get there," he said, handing her a card. "Ta!"

Taraka took her package and hurried home. It was a gift for her father, for his birthday, something for the family, and she realized as she slowed her pace that she had another one to give him: an idea. If she wasn't going to master bloodbending the way Noatak could, then there was something else she could do for her father that not even her prodigy brother could achieve.

"Hey, Taraka!"

She flinched as two boys from the village—what were their names? Tukka and something. Haruk? Hamuk?

"Hey, there's something different about you today. New hair style?" not-Tukka said, exaggeratedly rubbing his chin. Taraka straightened up, giving a fake smile, warm enough not to provoke but cool enough to intimidate. "Oh?" she said. The guy whose name she couldn't be bothered to remember smiled, thinking he'd piqued her interest. Honestly, an ice floe on still waters would be more interesting than him, but Taraka wasn't looking for a fight. Not when she could trick just as easily.

"Hmm.. new parka?"

"Come off it, Jaqua," Tukka laughed, and Jaqua finally said what was on his mind, something that, admittedly, threw Taraka off the slightest bit.

"You're not wearing your betrothal necklace. Bad breakup?" Jaqua said, and Taraka's hand immediately went up to her collar. She hadn't considered the need when she went out today, too excited for the big ships that had come in from Republic City to bother with idiotic boys. The oversight was definitely back to bite her in the hind.

"I just forgot it at home," Taraka said. It was the truth, omitting some details.

"Is that so? Y'see, me and Tukka were out today, and we saw your mom sewing up some clothes out in the sunlight, wearing the exact same necklace. So I'm thinking, maybe you're not really betrothed. Or maybe the guy you got was so useless he couldn't carve his own necklace."

"One more likely than the other, of course," Tukka chimed in.

"Of course," Taraka repeated coolly. "Well if you must know," she began, trying to figure out in that moment what lie to tell this time. "My future husband-to-be is waiting 'til the next full moon to carve my necklace. He's going to ask Yue to bless it before giving it to me, and he's going to carve it out of moonstone, something he had to get from the traders today. My mother just didn't want me going around looking unattached so she lent me hers until that time."

It was an absurd lie, though she delivered it perfectly. She hoped it had that 'so farfetched it had to be true' feel to it, and the looks on Tukka and Jaqua's faces told her she had half-succeeded, at least.

"You're a liar, Taraka," Tukka said first, though his tone was uncertain.

"We'll see who's right after the full moon!" Taraka responded, back already turned as she walked away, feeling smug until she found herself standing in front of her own home, wondering how long she'd be able to keep up such a lie.

Until the full moon, of course. The everybody will know what a fake you are. Your charm won't work on them anymore. You'll lose your chance to prove your strengths to your father. You've ruined everything with such a trivial miscalculation, her traitorous mind supplied.

"Taraka?"

She looked up as the light from inside shone out into the dark. She wasn't sure how long she'd been standing out there, but it was already a lot darker than it had been when she'd had her confrontation. Her brother stood silhouetted at the doorway, tall and handsome and stone-faced as always.

"What're you doing? Come on inside before you freeze," he scolded. She did as he said and he lifted her parka over her head, letting her acclimate to the warmth within their home. He hung it up as she searched for a ribbon to wrap around the box.

Taraka loved her brother deeply, even if Noatak wasn't as keen on showing his affection. He was the only young man she saw as worthy, where all the rest were far beneath their family in everything. It wasn't only the bloodbending, either. He was one of the greatest waterbenders of their tribe, and at seventeen, blooming into adulthood, easily the handsomest young man of his age. Though he didn't have Taraka's talent for words, he could smile the way she did—the kind of smile that had people swaying to his whims, that had women swooning and falling all over him. Ever since she was eleven and Noatak was fourteen, and first catching the eye of the girls in their village, Taraka found a smug sort of pleasure in watching Noatak ignore the girls vying for his attention. He seemed unaware of them, at first. At least, Taraka thought so, until one day, she had a good laugh over this one girl who'd faked tripping in front of him, expecting him to carry her when she 'sprained her ankle' and ending up soaked and shrilly screaming when Noatak used his bending to bring her to the healers via ice-slides, propelled by water.

Some girls were smart enough to back off after that, but as time went on, the display of such advanced waterbending at such an early age and Noatak's ever-maturing good looks had them flocking right back again. It was probably a good thing Yakone was intimidating enough that ordering people to stop hanging around his house worked wonders for Noatak, and eventually, Taraka, when the boys began to do as the girls had done with her brother.

After the sprained ankle girl incident, Taraka and Noatak enjoyed deriding the other equally pathetic attempts to get Noatak's attention. Perhaps Taraka was bitter, but she didn't like the idea of any slush-brained girly girl taking her brother's time away from her.

"Where were you today?" Noatak asked. "When Mom told me to get out of the house while she fixed her big dinner, I thought I'd join you, but you didn't say where you'd gone."

"Sorry," Taraka said genuinely. "I had to get to the docks early to find a good trader to deal with. I wanted something special for Dad's birthday, so I got him this."

She presented the radio briefly by opening the top flap before closing up again and tying the ribbon down. Noatak looked startled, but impressed. "Dad's gonna love it," he said blankly, and Taraka worried she'd upset him, but then he smiled at her and drew something out of his pocket, placating her worries.

"I was at the docks too. Must've missed you. But I got something for you when I was looking for something to bring home to Dad," Noatak said, and he opened the drawstring bag he held in his palm. "Look, remember how you wanted a necklace to keep those idiot ice-whackers off your back? I found this guy selling minerals mined from different parts of the earth kingdom and from other places too, I thought you could use them since Mom won't let you use hers anymore."

He shook some stones into her hand, beautiful round cuts of jade and aquamarine and quartz and lapis lazuli—and, to Taraka's wide-eyed surprise, moonstone.

"These are... they're beautiful, brother," Taraka said, her eyes brimming with unexpected tears.

"Why are you crying?" Noatak said, sounding more worried than annoyed.

"I'm not crying," Taraka said, wiping the tears from her eyes and willing herself not to add any more. "I'm happy. These are amazing, Noatak. Thank you."

Noatak stared at her hard before demanding, "Did something happen today?"

"It's nothing important! Just some stupid guys," Taraka said. Noatak raised an eyebrow, and she elaborated, "They asked me why I wasn't wearing my betrothal necklace and they knew it was Mom's, so I told them my husband-to-be was carving mine out of moonstone, but that he'd wait until the full moon so he could have it blessed by Yue before he gave it to me. It was a dumb lie, but with this it might just work!" she said, holding up the moonstone. "Thank you, Noatak!"

They met in a hug, one she realized they hadn't shared for years. She smiled into his shoulder, doubly relieved that he wasn't pulling away.

"I could..." Noatak said quietly.

"What?"

"I could carve it," Noatak said. "If you don't have to worry about it, I doubt they'll suspect you're faking, and I don't go out as often as you do. And all you have to do is do my chores for a month," he added, smirking.

"I already do most of your chores anyway, lazy bum!" Taraka laughed. She quieted after a while. "Would you really do it?" she asked uncertainly.

"Of course. Anything for my sister," Noatak said.


Councilwoman Taraka remembered that day. It was one of their happiest days, even with the bloodbending, with the seed of hatred Yakone had planted in his eldest child. Yakone had embraced Taraka when he received his gift, saying it was even better than the radios they'd had in the City when he'd been there. They'd had a wonderful dinner, courtesy of their mother, and Noatak and Taraka had sat with their father out in the stars as Yakone recounted stories of his criminal exploits in the city as a youth, ones that didn't involve his bloodbending or his revenge. He made it all seem so exciting—at least, to Taraka. She wasn't sure what Noatak had been thinking that day, but he'd stared at the half moon for a while, as she and her father talked about the stars, and how they were different in the south.

Sometimes, Taraka would look up at the stars and remember her father, remember when he was warm and good. She did not deny the evil in him—no, the loss of her brother reminded her of that everyday, but there were still good times. He had been a loving father, if not altogether a good one. He was right, though.

The stars were different in the south.


"Avatar Korra. It is an honor to meet you," Taraka said, bowing theatrically. Tenzin looked entirely unhappy to see her, she observed smugly, but when she mentioned airbender hospitality, he was forced to concede. Though being a woman was not as overblown an issue here as it was in the North, Taraka could still act like the doe-eyed innocent she favored in her teenage days, and in her youth starting out in the Republic. Tenzin may have built up an immunity to it, but it worked remarkably well on people she rarely interacted with, the Avatar included.

"I had heard rumors, but I didn't think you would be so beautiful," she said genuinely, testing the waters by laying a cupped hand over Korra's. When she didn't pull away, even seemed to appreciate the attention, Taraka continued along that line.

"Your empty flattery isn't appreciated here, Taraka," Tenzin said stonily.

"It may be flattery, Tenzin, but it's certainly not empty," Taraka said, drawing truth into her words and using them as she would her lies.

"Korra is beautiful. Probably would've been the talk of the town if you hadn't kept her locked away," she said. Korra tensed, not because of Taraka herself, but because of the realization that she was right about Korra's upbringing. "She reminds me of somebody at this age. All beauty and noble grace. And that hair..."

"Let me guess... you?" Tenzin said derisively, though he was as good as any politician at hiding his contempt beneath subtlety and the quiet and calm airbenders seemed to be adept at.

"Not at all," Taraka said, her eyes suddenly becoming distant. "My brother," she said quietly, her tone so soft that Tenzin stopped drinking his tea, his eyes actually widening at the difference. He quickly regained his composure.

"Your brother?" he repeated. "I didn't know you had any siblings."

"I lost him when I was very young," Taraka said soberly. She was unaware she had reached out to touch one of the loose tails hanging on either side of Korra's head, and Korra herself seemed focused on Taraka's expression, more honest and vulnerable than any of her usual grand words and gestures. "You have the same hair, the same eyes, almost the same face. I—I'm sorry," she said, drawing away. "That was inappropriate."

"No, it's okay," Korra said. "I don't have any siblings. I can't imagine what it must have been like to lose one."

"Neither can I," Tenzin said quietly in the corner. Taraka cleared her throat and stood. "I'm sorry for ruining your dinner. I'll be taking my leave."

"But wait! Why'd you come here if you were just gonna leave?" Korra asked.

"I was going to ask you to join me in my task force," Taraka said, looking over her shoulder. "To take down Amon."

The cold fear in Korra's eyes told her everything.

"But I changed my mind," Taraka said quickly, and she left without another word.

Halfway down the steps, she heard heavy boots tramping after her, and saw Korra standing on the top steps. "Councilwoman Taraka!" she called, and Taraka looked back.

"Why did you change your mind!?"

Taraka gave a thin smile. "You remind me of my brother, Korra. I'm afraid my motivations aren't much more complex than that."

"...You loved your brother a lot, didn't you?" Korra said.

"More than anything in this world or the next," Taraka said, not a word of lie in her statement.

"A lot more people's brothers and sisters are going to get hurt with Amon's movement, aren't they?" Korra said thoughtfully.

"Yes, I suppose they are."

"Well then..." Korra said, swallowing thickly before she forced the rest of the words out. "Consider me part of your task force, Councilwoman. I want to do everything I can to help."

Taraka smiled warmly. "Thank you, Avatar," she said, giving a deep bow.

And when she'd turned away, back to the young southern Water Tribe girl, her smile turned sharp and self-satisfied, knowing she'd just manipulated the Avatar herself into thinking it was her idea. All aside, this night proved to be fruitful indeed.

She drove home to her apartments, wrinkling her nose at the vagabonds, mostly non-benders with some benders among their ranks, littering the lower streets. If there was one thing she learned in her years in Republic City, it was that equality was an illusion, and the whims of the powerful were what ran this city.

Once Taraka finally found a way to be the city's savior, making them think it was their idea to install her as the one true power the way she'd manipulated Korra, she'd fix that.

Noatak had always said equality was important, that nobody should be left in the dirt just because somebody else had natural abilities. It was naïve, but in the grand scheme of things, it was doable, once Taraka was on top. It was always good to have goals. She would build something better for everybody, even if it meant dirtying her hands to do so. For Noatak.

Her hand drifted to the betrothal necklace she wore, part of her usual outfit as the esteemed Councilwoman. Even when she was in Republic City, the necklace had been a good way to deflect those who would question a genteel Water Tribe woman at marrying age. She remembered one night at a bar, when she was in her twenties and working tirelessly as a minor official to one of the city districts—one of the lower, poorer ones, that made her even more aware that she needed to get to the top to help those on the bottom. She thought it would be easy then, though that thought was slowly and surely crushed over the next fifteen years of work.

"Hey. Looking for company or just solitude in a crowd?" a rough voice greeted her. She pointedly ignored the man who'd sidled up beside her, feigning casualness.

"Married?" he continued when she shrugged an answer.

"Widowed."

"My condolences. Did it happen recently?"

Taraka looked the guy in the eye, trying to assess the situation. Oddly, he didn't seem all that threatening, or pushy. He seemed genuinely curious, and Taraka couldn't deny he was handsome enough, if on the bony side. His mustache gave him character, and she felt herself easing to his presence.

"No. Almost a decade now."

"Ah. Young love," he said thoughtfully. "They say it lasts forever."

"It does for me," Taraka said wistfully. "What's your name?" she continued.

"Ah, well see, my name doesn't matter. I'm actually not the kind of man who would woo a fine lady like yourself, if you catch my drift," he said with drink-loosened, exaggerated wit. "I'm here because my friend over there has been looking at you for the past hour without doing a thing. You see, while he's an effective orator, he's not much of a conversationalist, and I figured, the good friend that I am, I'd break the ice for his sake, so to speak."

"Oh, is that right?" Taraka, amused, followed mustache-guy's gaze to where his friend was sitting, and her bravado fell away immediately (as did her breath) when she alighted on the man's face.

If mustache-guy was handsome, then this man was above and beyond any Taraka had ever seen. His jawline well-formed, his eyes thoughtful and piercing. He was undoubtedly the first man that had ever gotten Taraka's attention in the city, and she felt almost guilty for acknowledging it, her hand swiftly clasping her necklace once more.

"Hey, I don't wanna disrespect anybody's memory," mustache-guy said quietly. "I know what it's like to lose somebody special. But it's not a crime to try starting fresh. Think you'll give my friend a chance?"

She almost said yes.

Almost.

"Tell your friend I'm flattered, but..."

Mustache-guy smiled, laying down a few yuans on the counter. "For your next drink," he bade as he made his way back.

Fifteen years later and a Councilwoman near her forties, Taraka wasn't sure why she remembered that night. She was quite the topic of conversation in her youth, a rising star and Republic City's number one bachelorette. Even now, there were still many interested parties who saw her as the perfect trophy wife, or as somebody to adore and worship. As much as the second type appealed to her, she didn't want a simpering weakling for a husband.

She didn't want a husband, period, despite her girlhood dreams of family. There was too much at stake, too many variables, and her heart still ached for somebody that was no longer there, so it was impossible for her to fall in love. She knew her father expected her to have children, though. She considered going out on a one night stand and just trying for a child without the complication of a questionable father figure, but as a councilwoman, such scandal had to be avoided.

Almost forty. She wasn't even sure she could have children anymore. It wasn't that she didn't want any—she did, since she was young, wanting the kind of love born of family, something better than she had, but built on the same strong foundations—but she was always too busy and too determined to achieve her goals to think about it.

Perhaps she'd adopt. Yakone wouldn't be happy, but he was old and decrepit anyway, and wasn't Republic City enough for him? No, she wouldn't curse the world with another in a long line of talented bloodbenders, of that she was certain.

Perhaps it was the nostalgia of the unbidden memory that got to her, but instead of going home like she'd planned, Councilwoman Taraka found herself in a bar, much like the one she'd been in over a decade ago—dingy but serviceable, and more importantly, private. It wouldn't do to have the movers and shakers of Republic City seeing their adored Councilwoman in a place frequented by rascals and vagabonds and other unsavory folk.

Not that she had any real problem with these people. No, it was their situation that disgusted her, one she knew she would change, if she just had time.

She drank herself into a stupor, for once disregarding the consequences, forgetting for at least a night that she was Councilwoman Taraka.

The Avatar really did get to her, for all that she'd won the night. In recent years, she'd begun to forget her own brother's face, but the Avatar brought it all back. She remembered his last words before he left them forever, about the Avatar having more power than any other being in the world. And Taraka had just succeeded in manipulating her. Ha! Take that, Noatak.

"You're drunk," someone said, a voice that made her shiver for all the right reasons.

"And you seem to have a knack for finding me whenever I'm drunk and alone," she said muzzily. "Stalking me, are you?"

"Not at all, Councilwoman. The world just seems to love leading me to where you are."

She looked blearily up and was briefly blinded by the bar lights overhead. The man who stood, leaning over her, was handsome, handsomer than anybody she'd ever met, though he wasn't one to flaunt it. His looks would have made him a shoe in as a public figure. If only he had the charisma to go with it, and a better name.

"Whaddya want, Lee?" she slurred.

"You can't drive in this state. Let me take you home."

"Hmmm a bit forward, aren't we? Shouldn't you be buying me a drink first?"

"I think you've had enough drinks for one night, Councilwoman." She felt the man grip her arm gently. She missed his touch, though she didn't say so out loud. Lee had always had such a firm but gentle touch.

They met a few years ago, when Taraka was running for Councilwoman, her candidacy and popularity going strong, she found herself getting away from all the hustle and bustle of politics in a small bar where she was sure nobody would recognize her.

She'd been wrong, of course, but at least the man who did turned out to be pleasant company.

He called himself Lee (Taraka had gracefully snorted at such a generic name), dressed in drab grays and silly glasses that did nothing for his face, which, in Taraka's humble opinion, was gorgeous, wasted on a man whose fashion sense was that of a blind wolfbat scratching the inside of a dumpster.

He was pale as an Earth Kingdom man, though his features were oddly familiar, almost Water Tribe. His eyes were a generic Earth Kingdom green, so Taraka figured it was something in the bloodline that made him seem like a man from home.

He had been friendly when they first met. Unusually intelligent, for somebody who was hanging around such a questionable establishment (though Taraka knew she wasn't really one to talk). He was a lawyer, he said, and he followed politics, though he took no part in them. They talked about her political campaign, about the way people were being treated in the lower rings. They talked well into the night, until Lee was called away on urgent business, leaving her no way to contact him, despite their rousing conversation. She'd been so disappointed. Devastatingly handsome, and a good conversationalist? Rare to come by, even in one of the world's most progressive cities.

A few months later, they met once again at an entirely different bar, for the same reason. He enjoyed going to places that weren't frequented by his more "proper" associates and she wanted to drink her weight in good Northern icewine without being recognized or bothered. This time, she got his number, and they'd been meeting up on and off ever since.

At her insistence, he no longer wore drab grays, but his clothing was still drab, this time in dull green. He didn't wear glasses as often anymore, which allowed Taraka to admire his perfect face, which only seemed to get even more attractive with age.

"Come on, Councilwoman," Lee said, hoisting her up from the chair and wrapping her arm around his shoulder to steady her. "It's good to see you again," he added. "It's been almost a year since our last outing."

"Mmm it's good to see you too, Lee," Taraka purred. He seemed amused by the flirtation, leading her to her car and fetching the keys from her pocket. He set her gently in the passenger seat and drove, not to the upper districts where Taraka lived, but a short distance away, in a non-bender housing district.

"My apartment. I figured you'd rest better here for the night," Lee said.

Taraka was tempted to make as many lewd suggestions as she could fit in the time it took for him to lead her up the steps, but instead said, drunk but honest, "Thank you, Lee. I really am glad to see you again. It's nice to have a friend, especially in such a trying time."

"I heard. The Equalists," he said, nodding. "I was worried."

"At least somebody is," Taraka sighed.

"I'd have thought, with your popularity, you wouldn't be short of friends to worry about you when I'm not around," Lee said.

"You think so," Taraka said, "but politics doesn't exactly leave time for a budding social life. Not one where I have to fake every smile and shake every hand to close every deal, anyway."

"My condolences, then," Lee said good-naturedly. He opened a door to an unusually spartan apartment, setting Taraka on the bed, making sure she was comfortable and removing her boots and overcoat. She stretched out like a cat, the sheets unexpectedly soft, almost silky.

"I'll take the couch. Maybe when you wake up tomorrow, we can have a proper conversation that doesn't involve aborted flirtation attempts," Lee said, shaking his head and smiling warmly.

"I've never met a man I couldn't charm into doing what I want," Taraka said. "And what I want right now is taking the couch instead of an opportunity."

"Maybe you'd have more friends if you stopped treating people like conquests," Lee said, but not unkindly. He leaned over Taraka, brushing loose strands out of her face and kissing her sweaty forehead in a tender gesture, one that caught her off-guard.

You're far more than a conquest, Lee, she didn't say, wrapping herself around a pillow and falling asleep as Lee's shadow disappeared beyond the lit hallway, after lingering at the door for a while, waiting for her to find rest.


A/N: Who is this mysterious Lee?

Heh, I'm just kidding, you already know.






2. Chapter 2


A/N: If you don't know who Lee is by now, then let me give you a hint: the pairing is listed in the summary and Lee is the most obvious fake name in all of Avatar.

Hope you enjoy!


Lee was often a candidate in Taraka's mind when she considered possible husbands in the city. Unlike her parents, who had married for love, Taraka considered marriage a political tool, a way by which she could charm people. She'd spent over twenty years honing her craft, every action and publicity stunt a sharpened tool to get the public on her side.

The Equalists were a blunt instrument, destroying public sentiment of the Council bit by bit, Taraka included. Twenty years, she'd spent building her reputation up, only for these monstrous anti-benders to bring it all down.

Among her plans to put herself on the forefront of the public eye apart from the task force, and Korra's role as the Avatar symbolizing Taraka's own power, was the idea of a marriage that would catch the people's attention.

An unassuming, non-bending intellectual of a husband—a lawyer, a respectable occupation, even if he stated that he wasn't rich (and his apartment, though serviceable, certainly proved that to be true)—it was an attractive possibility, almost as attractive as Lee himself.

Taraka may not have wanted a husband, but she'd always been practical about separating what she wanted from what she felt she had to do. Living with Yakone and failing to appease those around her enough to keep her brother around taught her that hard lesson.

If only she'd bloodbent him. If only she hadn't angered her father. If only Noatak hadn't left. If only she hadn't been weak.

She wasn't weak now. No, she wasn't.

The door swung open and Lee emerged, black hair mussed and glasses missing.

"I brought you coffee," he said with a warm, almost jovial smile, his voice rasping mildly as it was wont to do.

"Perfect, thank you," she said, rubbing her temples. She willed the thumping pulse away, and away it went, making her cringe. Though she had never used her bloodbending on another human being, the ability was still there, ever-present, as reflexive as a twitch. She was aware of the times her ability allowed her to be aware of her own body, how the blood flowed from one part to another, how she could make her own pulse slow or quicken by sheer force of will.

Even without practice, she never really forgot how to do it.

"I was glad to see you yesterday," Lee continued, "though you're much better company when you're sober, if you don't mind me saying."

"While I don't agree, I'm grateful for the rescue," Taraka said. "Getting drunk off my ass and having nowhere to go, well, it wouldn't have gone well for me if not for you."

He sat on the bed beside her, idly straightening the pillows.

"Anything in particular that sparked yesterday's binge?" Lee asked.

"Well you haven't seen me in almost a year," Taraka said. "How do you know I'm not just a secret drunk?"

"You're not the type, unless you're upset. As you said last night, I have a knack for finding you when you're drunk, and it's usually only when you're upset about something. So what was it this time?" His tone wasn't judgmental. It was, at worst, concerned, and at best, tender.

Taraka sighed. "A memory, nothing more."

He pressed the coffee into her hands, letting the warmth seep into her fingers. "Tell me," he said gently.

Taraka grimaced, silent for a good minute before blowing her coffee cool and taking a sip.

"Do you know why I wear this?" she asked, gesturing to her neck.

"The press likes to recycle that particular story every so often," Lee said, nodding. "Lost love, they said. A widow at sixteen. A tender memory that inspires you, thinking of your beloved in your darkest days, giving you the drive to push forward," he said, every word light and theatrical and amused, the recounting of a familiar, well-spun lie. "Although excuse me for saying, it doesn't seem like the truth."

"Not the whole truth," Taraka said, chuckling. "I did lose my first love when I was sixteen. We weren't married, but he did give me this necklace. He asked me to run away with him. I... I refused. For my parents' sake, mostly, but also because I was afraid. I was so used to making sure everything was under my control that I was deathly afraid of losing what I'd built. A politician at sixteen."

Lee's brows were furrowed, his gaze focused on Taraka's hands.

"I loved him more than anyone or anything in the world," Taraka said. "If I'd been braver, I might have gone with him. I mean, I'd be dead, but then at least I wouldn't have had to feel the pain of losing him."

"He... died?" Lee asked.

"Lost him in a snowstorm. We never found a body, but I doubt he survived," Taraka said, shrugging. She pressed her fingertips against the carved detail of the necklace, made of turquoise and pearl, ivory and moonstone, cobbled together in one of the most beautiful necklaces ever carved for a marrying woman of the North. "For a very long time, I'd forgotten his face. Yesterday, a meeting with the Avatar reminded me. She wore her hair the same as he did, and she had the same skin, almost the same eyes. It brought me back to the day he left. Not a pleasant memory, to be sure."

Lee tilted his head, still seemingly deep in thought. Taraka wondered what he was thinking about, but didn't dare ask. "So you remember how he looks like now?" he asked.

"Well, how he looked like as a teenager, yes," Taraka laughed. "It's been decades since then. I can't imagine how he might look like now. He'd be handsome, for sure. He always was. Dark skin, dark eyes, dark hair. Strong at forty. Still beautiful enough to turn heads."

"Like you," Lee said, and Taraka laughed delightedly, if a bit bitterly.

"I'm not yet forty, but I suppose calling me beautiful is meant to be flattering, not a jab at my age."

"I'm thirty-nine," Lee said. "I know you're thirty-six. I hardly consider you old."

Taraka sighed. "I think the word is... aged. People say that time passes too quickly but I feel like I've been in Republic City forever. It's my home now, but I still feel uneasy when I roam its streets and see suffering when there should be progress."

"The two aren't mutually exclusive, as this city has proven to both of us," Lee said, his own tone bitter enough to catch Taraka's attention.

"So you weren't born here," Taraka observed. Lee shook his head.

"I came here at seventeen. At first, to run away from somebody, and then, to make a change. Twenty years later, I still haven't made any significant changes, except that I'm older and slower and more cynical than I was at seventeen."

"We're kindred spirits in that regard," Taraka said darkly.

"Except you've made a name for yourself," Lee said. "You're the youngest Councilwoman to be elected into office. You're proactive, effective, and popular with the polls. I'm just a no-name nobody with a law degree and a crap apartment."

"And yet we both know Republic City is still a rathole full of five times as many impoverished unfortunates as there are high class citizens. And the triads are still active, no matter how hard we try to keep them locked away. And now there's the Equalist problem to deal with..."

"You really think they're a problem?" Lee asked. He shifted, looking at her curiously. "The people finally standing up for themselves against benders in street gangs?"

"No," Taraka said defensively. "I have nothing against the public uniting against injustice." The words sounded empty on her tongue, like the memory of what Noatak might have said if he was there. Not her own words at all, though she did feel a very physical twinge in her chest whenever she saw the injustices the city still suffered. "It's just this Amon character and his campaign against all benders. Not just the triads—benders of every walk of life are free game for these supposed Equalists. If my brother was around, he'd laugh at the irony of the name."

"How is it irony for people to not want some to have an unfair advantage over others?" Lee questioned, sounding almost insulted.

"Because we didn't ask to be born benders, Lee," Taraka replied sharply. "I did not ask to be a bender, nor did I enjoy the years my father decided my bending was more important than our welfare. But bending is a part of me, something that, after thirty years of mastering it, I'm no longer capable of denying. Amon is deluded if he thinks benders will just roll over for his—his terrorism. Let me help these people, not some masked maniac with a personal grudge."

"You've been a politician for over a decade, Taraka," Lee said quietly. "How much have you really changed?"

Taraka bit her lip, refusing to answer. She could count the number of laws she'd help put forward on two hands, but she couldn't claim effectiveness for more than two or three of them. Writing up a law and enforcing it were two different things entirely, and some criminals were simply much too slippery to stay out of the game for long, while new ones kept popping up to replace the ones they were able to subdue.

It was hard. It was so hard, Taraka wasn't sure she could keep going with it. But she had to try.

It was all she could do.

"Hey," Lee said softly, and when Taraka looked up, she saw his head hung low in shame. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to blow up at you."

"If that's you blowing up then I have to tell you, it's not the worst temper tantrum I've ever had to deal with," Taraka joked.

"You've done a lot of good, Councilwoman," Lee continued kindly. "I've been keeping up with your political career since you took down some of those major Agni Kai leaders before you started campaigning. Not bad for a minor official. I know you make all the smart choices politicians have to make to stay on top, and I trust your judgment more than the others, even the peaceable patriarch of the budding Air Nation himself. Councilman Tenzin may be wise, but he's no politician. You play the press like a fiddle and maximize your resources in a way he was never able to, even with his noble bloodline."

"Enough, enough. Any more and my head will explode from all the praise," Taraka interrupted. She was feeling hot under the collar, as bashful as a teenager. She didn't know what she'd done to earn the man's approval, but she treasured the vote of confidence from somebody she considered a real friend.

It was a gamble, but she was usually good at reading a situation. She'd had practice living with Yakone for fifteen years. So if she was going to take this risk, it was now or never.

"If I told you it was for the good of Republic City, would you marry me?" she asked.

He opened his mouth to reply right before her words seemed to register, which left him amusingly open-mouthed in shock.

"I—what?"

"You said yourself, I play the press like a fiddle. You trust my judgment," she said, repeating what he'd just told her. "Well, right now I'm feeding them the Avatar's active part in my task force, but I don't expect everything to go exactly according to plan. The Avatar is a wildcard, I don't know how long I can keep her on my side, with Tenzin's hand clamped on her shoulder. She accepted my offer, but who knows how long that'll last? And Amon... Amon is becoming bolder, perhaps as a result of Korra's arrival. The Avatar is the ultimate bender after all."

"And what in the world does that have to do with marriage?" Lee asked, bewildered.

"Succeed or fail, the press will eventually turn on me," Taraka sighed. "They might latch onto my successes, or they could leech off my failures. And with an enemy as powerful and influential and downright terrifying as Amon, I foresee failures. I need something to sway the public to my side again. Especially the non-bender population."

"So you'll reveal your intent to wed a perfectly ordinary non-bender without status, to show you're a friend to non-benders and are without judgment, open to consideration and aware of their hardships," Lee said, crossing his arms. "A brilliant strategy to be sure."

"It's a plan, certainly."

"You'd have me flaunt myself to the public as a political tool? And here I thought our friendship actually meant something," Lee said stonily.

Taraka's face fell. "Of course it means something," she said. "You're the first man I've even considered caring about since I arrived at Republic City. Since... losing him."

"The entire city is well aware of your attractiveness, Councilwoman," Lee said flatly. "And the fact that you're not short of bedmates, when the mood strikes you."

"Oh," Taraka sneered. "That. I may play the press but I don't control them. Sometimes the lies they tell aren't kind, but all the same, I have to work with the ones that sell papers. That one was a particularly dirty lie the opposition enjoyed when I was still a candidate."

"You confirmed it to the presses," Lee reminded her. "You said you weren't ashamed of making choices that were best for you, and by that awareness would not deny the city what was best for it."

Taraka shrugged. "It's better to use a lie to your advantage than to deny it. It would have been an overblown scandal people would talk about for decades. My confirmation simply put the issue to rest, and if the only consequence was letting people think I was a nubile, attractive young woman who knew just what she wanted and had no qualms being honest with the public, then I consider it a victory."

Lee said nothing in return, and realization struck Taraka like lightning at his avoidance of her gaze.

"Were you actually jealous?" Taraka asked. "That I would take up with other men while I told the public I was with you?"

"I think any man would—"

"Are you attracted to me?"

"I'm... I'm not..."

Taraka's smile only grew as Lee stuttered, turning away and taking the cup from where she'd laid it down on the side table.

"You still haven't said no," Taraka said. "Which means you're considering it."

The look he threw her could only be described as doleful, and he quite decisively said "No. I'm not... You're..." He gestured vaguely, trying to find the words.

"You're... you're very... You're beautiful."

Taraka blinked. Well, she wasn't expecting that.

"You're wonderful."

"Are you going to go into a tirade about my endless virtues again?" Taraka said dryly. "Because I don't mind, I just feel like the time spent talking could be spent on other, more productive things."

"I can't marry you, Taraka," Lee said finally. "I want to," he added, making Taraka perk up considerably, "but I can't."

"It's okay," Taraka said, saving him from trying (and failing miserably) to explain himself any further. "It was a long shot anyway. A silly idea. I shouldn't expect so much from you, especially after not talking for almost a year. I did try to contact you a few times, but you're a hard man to get a hold of."

"I've been busy with... recent developments."

"As have I," Taraka said. "But a phone call would have been nice, at least." She stretched out languidly, closing her eyes and breathing deeply. "Your voice is almost as lovely as your face."

"Taraka..."

"Put that down and come here, will you?"

He sat back down on the side of the bed and Taraka sat up. She put her hands on his shoulders, smoothing down the wrinkled material of his sleeping clothes, before kissing him soundly on the lips.

After a while, he kissed back.


Three years ago...

"The problem with the triads is that they've dug their roots so deep into the system that it's impossible to take them all down without ripping up most of what keeps the districts thriving," Lee said. Taraka, at thirty-four, was well aware of the influence the triads seemed to have on much of Republic City's deeper workings. There were the more obvious extortion rackets that had many of the shopkeepers of their territories paying for 'protection', but then there were the underground trades, the fights (both legal and illegal), and the terrorized citizens who had long since learned that talking only led to trouble. There were even young recruits who were being used both as canon fodder and as ransom, an indirect threat for parents and families everywhere not to report gang activity or have a loved one go to jail in place of the real masterminds.

It was hardship mired in complexity, and more than once Taraka tasted bitter victories whenever arrests were made, and the gang members they apprehended were no older than she was when she first came to the city.

"Republic City's criminal underground has been around for longer than you or I have been alive, Taraka," Lee had advised her. "It'll take more than a few well-meaning leaders to take them down, at least within the law."

"That almost certainly doesn't make me feel any better, Lee," Taraka said frankly. They were eating at a somewhat popular noodle place that day, Taraka dressed down and free to move around without being hounded by the press.

"I cannot fathom the patience you have for bureaucracy," Lee muttered. "One day it'll just be too much and I'll be reading headlines of Councilwoman Taraka doling out vigilante justice, and I will celebrate that day. Perhaps even join you."

"Were it only so easy," Taraka said. "You underestimate my restraint. I'd rather play by Republic City's rules than break them for my own benefit. I've seen what happens to people who do that—I see it in the triads everyday."

"But what if someone was able to take them down?" Lee speculated wildly. "What if somebody decided to do what's best for this city and take the triads down?"

"Then I'll be handing in my resignation and going home. I've been playing this game long enough to know that I'd kill the next person who tries to change the rules," Taraka said.

"Maybe a game changer is just what we need," Lee said.

"Maybe. But I still won't like it."

"No, I don't think you would," Lee said mysteriously.


Two days after Taraka's drunken escapade and the night she spent at Lee's, there was a party thrown in the Avatar's honor.

Taraka had made sure to invite as many important figures as she could (important being a term she used lightly to describe the pompous and the well-known, the rich and powerful, the idiotic and the dangerously intelligent high class citizens of the Republic).

She dressed in her finest clothes and used precious stones to decorate her three tails before welcoming her guests. The cameras began to flash as she shook hands with all the right people, and her smile was even wider when she greeted Korra as she entered with Tenzin and his family.

"Avatar Korra, I am so glad you accepted my invitation," Taraka said loudly, catching the attention of the attending press.

"Well, I couldn't very well say no," Korra said sheepishly. Taraka wrapped a genial arm around her shoulders.

"No, of course not! Not when the entire city is waiting to thank you for your service, protecting them against the Equalist threat," Taraka continued, leading her up to the podium.

"But I haven't done anything yet," Korra pointed out.

"You will," Taraka said before clearing her throat.

"People of Republic City! Your Avatar has answered the call to action. With the two of us working side-by-side against the Equalist threat, there is no doubt that we'll be able to keep our dear city safe from harm."

"Time for questions," she murmured to Korra, nudging her forward to the microphone.

The press began to bombard her with questions about her plans to quell the extremist Equalists, and Taraka was pleased when Korra answered (at a loss for what else to say) that she'd be following the Councilwoman's lead.

It was the kind of support she needed, from the Avatar, no less. The city practically belonged to her, or it would, and she was a good ally to have.

She only hoped that this alliance would be enough to get them through the coming days.

When Korra smiled nervously at her as the crowd cheered, Taraka smiled back warmly, surprised that she didn't have to fake it as much this time.

"You didn't have to do all this, you know. She already chose to accept your offer, however underhandedly you presented it."

Taraka frowned, but only briefly, turning to the only other person in the hallway. She was surprised that Tenzin had somehow broken away from his family—she noticed he'd had his hands full with his children for most of the night.

"It wasn't underhanded," Taraka said. "Believe it or not, I wasn't prepared for what I saw when I saw Korra, and my reaction was genuine."

"But you still got what you wanted anyway," Tenzin said.

"I always do," Taraka responded flippantly. "Tenzin, don't worry and enjoy the party. I know you don't like frivolity, but enjoy this one night, for your family's sake."

"Don't talk about my family, Taraka," Tenzin said sharply. "Korra is part of my family, and you're putting her at risk. If anything happens to her, I promise you, no amount of my father's teachings will keep me from hunting you down."

Taraka smiled, a cold, frightening smile. "It's not good to threaten a fellow councilwoman, Tenzin. Especially not now, when the eyes and the ears of the city are just a door away."

"It's not a threat, Taraka, it's a promise," Tenzin said seriously. He seemed to deflate as he said it, and with a sigh, he added, "Make sure she's safe. She may seem strong but she's still young, and reckless."

"She one of the most skilled benders I've ever seen," Taraka said. "She'll do fine. Besides, she'll have me there with her."

Tenzin snorted, but decided not to comment.

"This is a dangerous game you're playing with Amon, Taraka. Don't be reckless."

"I appreciate your concern, Tenzin, but I'm not stupid enough to put myself in front of a man who could take my bending away forever."

Tenzin frowned. Taraka sighed, feeling charitable enough to say, "I'll be careful."

And she was.

Until Korra decided to publicly challenge Amon to a duel.


Before Korra's duel debacle, the raids were going spectacularly. Taraka was right with her assessment of Korra's bending abilities—she was strong, fast, and ingenious as a waterbender, and she was a barrage of tireless power as a fire and earthbender. They were able to take out half a dozen Equalist training camps by the end of the week.

Korra's challenge was a public spectacle, one that, while to the press, was a juicy story, was a problem that fell to Taraka to fix. Unfortunately, Korra was as stubborn as the rock she bent. Taraka was already feeling sympathy for Tenzin at the end of it, when they were gathering Beifong's troops together to guard the bay.

When Tenzin arrived, gliding in as Korra was ready to head out, Taraka's headache only grew.

"This is all your fault!" he accused, and Taraka responded, "I tried to talk her out of it too, but she's made up her mind. And do you really think it would have done anybody any good for the public to think their Avatar is a liar?"

"Your politicking is going to get you in trouble one day, Taraka, you mark my words."

Taraka chose not to respond, taking a seat and watching Korra climb up to a place in the monument they could see from their vantage point.

For hours, they sat, anxious and waiting for the man who most benders feared as they would a monster. For hours, he did not appear.

In the quiet of waiting, Taraka found herself listening. Eyes closed in concentration, she listened to the water around her, lapping up against the boat. She listened to a drumbeat in the distance, soft and fluttering. She wondered if there was a show in the city somewhere.

Then the drumbeats got faster, until Taraka was aware that there was more than one drum playing.

But when she opened her eyes, there was nothing.

"She's gone!" One of the guards shouted suddenly, and Taraka gasped, realizing what she'd heard.

They weren't drums. They were heartbeats, the sound of blood rushing through veins, that she heard. Korra's heartbeat, and then...

"Go! Go now!" she shouted.

"Korra!" she heard Tenzin yell, and he took flight, getting far ahead of them as they sped over the water to get to the monument. As soon as the boat neared, she jumped out, not waiting for it to dock, and she rode the water and used it to lift her up onto the concrete, followed closely by the other benders on the force.

When she arrived at the scene, panting from her run, Taraka saw Korra crying in Tenzin's arms. There were signs of a struggle, but it was clear her attackers were already gone.

"Find them! Hurry up and warn the mainland! Find their boats!" Taraka barked, sending the other officers away. She then stepped closer, lifting her hand cautiously.

"Is she..." Taraka began.

Tenzin looked up, glaring at her before looking older and more tired than Taraka had ever seen him look. "She's... she's fine. Just shaken."

"And her bending?"

"Still intact. Amon chose to delay taking it so that he could avoid martyring her," Tenzin explained.

"Makes sense," Taraka said, not knowing what else to say.

"She will no longer be part of your task force," Tenzin said.

Taraka nodded. "Yes," she said shortly.

"You will let her be," Tenzin added.

"Of course," Taraka said.

"I mean it Taraka."

"So do I, Tenzin." She turned away. "Take her home. I've alerted the others. They're already searching for the boat."

"They won't find it," Korra said suddenly.

Taraka looked back, guiltily meeting Korra's red-eyed gaze.

"It doesn't hurt to look," she said. She walked over, ignoring Tenzin's look in favor of kneeling down, cupping the side of Korra's face with one hand. It was the gesture of a sister, its tenderness not lost on Korra, whose awe was visible beyond Tenzin's suspicion.

Taraka left without saying a word.


Fifteen years ago...

Taraka's first encounter with the triads had left her feeling invincible. It was one of the first incidents that got her acquainted with Republic City's press, and had kept her on their radar ever since.

At twenty-one, Taraka was working as an assistant to an official in a mid-level district who went by the name of Bagsik, doing menial tasks like sending messages, keeping appointments, serving tea. She wasn't afraid of a little humility, in the long run, and the man she worked for was unlike the other politicians she'd come into contact with. He was self-assured, but not arrogant. He was harsh, but he was a good man, something Taraka appreciated.

Bagsik, he said, translated into 'fierce' in his native tongue, and Taraka could see that he was aptly named.

He was not by any means a great politician—he could not sway the people or the presses to his whims the way she'd seen others do. He was simply a good one, one that the city needed, but one that would never be popular enough to rise from a respectable position to a high one.

Still, he was a man of honor, and would not bend to bribe nor blackmail. A non-bender, Taraka thought, amused, that would not bend. It seemed fitting.

Unfortunately, his inability to bend (in both respects) was a clear target for the newly initiated members of the Agni Kai triad, whose territory was closest to Bagsik's district, and looking to expand.

If Taraka had not been there that night, who knows what would have happened to this man, who she owed so much to? It didn't bear thinking.

That night, her boss was working late, assessing damages and the fees he would have to use from the tax reserves to repair them—reserves running thin since the Agni Kais had begun to terrorize their area.

Funding security was just as difficult, and Bagsik would toss ideas around out loud, sometimes expecting her to give her suggestions and sometimes using her as a sounding board for his own.

"We could request officers from the Chief. A few men and women from their metalbending force, to patrol and keep the peace," he said thoughtfully.

"The forces are spread too thin. Ever since Chief Beifong stepped down, the metalbending force hasn't been as reliable," Taraka said. "Retired. Who'd have thought someone like Toph Beifong would ever retire?"

"Everyone gets old and tired at some point," Bagsik sighed. "We could use more benders like Toph Beifong."

"Her daughter, Lin, is on the force. A high ranking officer, possibly the next chief," Taraka said.

"Unfortunately, not yet chief, and we still need to woo this one," Bagsik said tiredly.

The only sounds for the next few minutes were that of his pen scratching paper, the distant, muffled sounds of the city's night life at its peak, and the rush of water from the tiny, decorative stone fountain Taraka had given her boss on the first anniversary of her working under him. He didn't like frivolity, but the fountain had a practical use as well. She did, after all, get it for him about the same time the triads began to move into their district.

That night, the danger they suspected was there became all too real.

The first Taraka heard was the sound of the locked front doors splintering open.

"Sir, get down!" she urged, just as the office doors were blasted off their hinges by a ball of fire.

"Good evenin' Mister Bagsik. Hope we're not interrupting any... important business."

The man who spoke up was the Agni Kai triad's second, the slimiest firebender Taraka had ever met, a man who went by the name of Oilslick. He was almost certainly skilled enough to be a threat, always carrying around a supply of oil which he liked to spray on properties and people, a warning if there ever was one not to cross the largely fire nation Agni Kais.

Tonight, Oilslick had an earthbender with him, a short but mean-looking thug, and two other firebenders who looked like nothing more than lackeys. She guessed there were others—probably waiting downstairs in case they needed a quick getaway, though she had yet to sound the alarm and warn the authorities.

They were trapped in that room with dangerous criminals, but Taraka wasn't afraid. Not for herself, anyway, though she wasn't the target of tonight's risky operation. No, they wanted her boss.

"Hey there, pretty lady," Oilslick drawled, practically sliding over to where Taraka stood, hands tense at her sides. "We got business with your boss here, but if you give me a smile, I might just let you leave before things get too ugly."

What Taraka gave him was not so much a smile as it was a snarl. "Too late for that. You're already here, after all."

She was yanked by the lapels and held up off the ground. He was strong for somebody so lanky, but she supposed he wouldn't have risen up in the ranks if he weren't.

"I like girls with spirit," Oilslick said, and his thugs laughed.

"What a coincidence!" Taraka said, hands raised. "I like idiots who underestimate me as a threat."

A flick of her wrist and the water from the fountain snapped his arm so hard he dropped her, the water whip reaching from all the way on the other side of the room.

With a smooth, round gesture, Taraka summoned all the water running through the fountain to her, spinning round her like a fanbelt in a Satomobile, gaining speed as it went. It wasn't much, but it was a weapon, all the same.

"Get her!" Oilslick shouted, and the two firebenders attacked simultaneously. Though their moves weren't coordinated, they were still enough of a threat that Taraka kept her guard up, shifting the spinning belt of water into a shield, losing some of it as the fire evaporated it into steam. She straightened her fingers and punched icicles from either side, striking both firebenders in the face—a short victory, when the earthbender bent the floor behind her, causing her to stumble.

"I'll teach you to mess with the Agni Kais!" Oilslick shouted, and in that moment, she knew she had them.

He sprayed oil on her, unthinking, and released a flame to light it just as she bent it back in his direction.

It was closer to him than it was to her, and she heard him scream as the burning oil struck him.

It didn't burn for long, but it was enough to injure him grievously.

His lackeys dragged him out the door and Taraka gave chase. They were getting into two separate carts, and Taraka only had a moment's calculation as she sent two icicles flying in two directions, one hitting its target, puncturing a wheel and sending the vehicle off-course, while the other icicle missed by a fraction, making the cart teeter, but right itself once more.

She heard sirens in the distance, and soon, the city's metalbending officers arrived at the scene.

Her boss was safe, if shaken. He thanked her grimly.

"That was a dangerous thing you did, injuring a triad leader like that. They'll be back for blood," he said.

"I'll get you a bigger fountain," Taraka said lightly, buzzing with the adrenaline high.

He wasn't wrong, her boss. Sometime later, the Agni Kais returned, with more men and a grudge.

Taraka came out of that particular fight famous, and was soon on the road to success in the public eye.

Seven years later, Bagsik was killed by Agni Kais. It happened in the middle of the street. He was retired.

He was her friend. Taraka loved that man like he was family. She owed him so much, and she wasn't there to protect him.

A week after the fact, the body of one Oilslick, real name Saitano, was found floating near the docks. His death happened under mysterious circumstances, and Taraka knew the truth was stifled by the press.

After all, chaos would ensue if the city knew there was a bloodbender on the loose. And months later, when there were no more strange murders reported, the authorities breathed a collective sigh of relief that, whoever this bloodbender was, their murder was a one off. An Agni Kai firebender who was responsible for the permanent disfigurements or deaths of a large part of the community, one that was too afraid to speak up, being killed by a waterbender? It was, to many, justice.

Taraka kept the papers that reported the murder of her mentor, and the murder of the Agni Kai thug, as a reminder. Once you had power, you had enemies.

And if you didn't have enough of that power, these enemies won't hesitate to destroy you.


A/N: R&R please! :)






3. Chapter 3


A/N: some intimacy, friendship, and Lee's backstory


She found herself in the Dragon Flats's Flat borough once more, standing in front of Lee's apartment door. She felt pathetic, calling without phoning ahead, and when her knocks went unanswered, even more so.

It was the middle of the night, after all. Why she expected he'd be up was beyond her. Maybe she just needed sleep. She wasn't thinking clearly. This was stupid. She bumped her forehead against the wood, sighing deeply.

"Taraka?"

She jumped, but just barely, surprised that she didn't hear his footsteps. Lee stood at the top of the stairs, dressed in a coat for the evening chill, eyes wide behind his glasses.

"You're late," Taraka joked lamely.

"You're... you're here. Why are you here?"

"Why are you late?" Taraka returned.

"I couldn't sleep... out on the town... I thought you were busy with that task force of yours. I didn't expect to see you," Lee said, finding the keys in his pocket.

He let them both in, toeing off his shoes and hanging his coat.

She kissed him at the doorway. He pushed her away, halfheartedly, his face rife with conflict. "Don't think about it," she advised, locking the door with one free hand as the other drifted up, cupping the back of his head and pulling him into another kiss. This time, he didn't hesitate—his arms wrapped around her back and he returned the kiss passionately.

She yelped softly when his hands trailed low and lifted he lifted her up by the thighs, carrying her to the bedroom, navigating the hallway deftly even as they were busily devouring each other's mouths, unmindful of anything but the inside of that apartment, and the warmth of each other's bodies radiating through their clothing.

The last time they'd seen each other, they'd laid on the bed, kissing for nearly an hour. It didn't go beyond that, and every time Taraka tried to initiate something, Lee simply held her hands to stop her, and out of respect, she stopped trying. It was new to them, after all. They had time.

After this night's duel debacle, though, Taraka didn't feel as considerate, and immediately went for the buttons of his shirt, ripping some of them off in her haste. She pulled away for a moment, apologizing breathlessly.

"Sorry, I—mmph!"

Lee didn't seem all that concerned with propriety either, this time around. Following Taraka's lead, he unclasped the front of her shirt halfway down before yanking the whole thing to her waist, biting and sucking at her collarbone.

"I—Are you—"

"Yes," Taraka interrupted, meeting his eyes. "The answer is yes."

The morning came too soon, sunlight drifting in from the window and the distant clanging bells of public transportation disturbing Taraka's slumber.

She turned over and found Lee already awake, sitting on the opposite side of the bed, bent over, head in his hands. Taraka reached over, but he flinched when she touched her, and she wondered how much he regretted what they did with an ache blooming in her chest.

"Bad night?" she said lightly, the joke falling flat.

"It was... trying," Lee answered before long. "I was hoping I'd see you, when I went out. When I actually did see you, I didn't think. I just... felt. I felt overjoyed that you'd come to me when I spent the whole night thinking about you."

Taraka got on her knees on the bed and wrapped her arms around him, hugging him to her chest from behind.

"Do you regret what we did?" she asked quietly.

"Yes," he answered. "But not for the reasons you might think," he added, kissing her hand.

"Well, I don't," Taraka said, the heaviness in her heart falling away. "Last night was lovely. And I wouldn't mind doing it again." She nuzzled the side of his neck, feeling a pang of hurt as he stood, pulling away from her grip.

"Do you have... is there something you can take?" Lee asked, and it took Taraka a moment to realize what it was he was asking.

"I have tea," she said. It was a special blend, one to encourage bleeding and prevent childbirth. When she was young, on her first legs in the city, she was appalled by the apothecaries who carried such substances. But it didn't take long for her to realize their usefulness, and she took to keeping a stock in her home, despite her admittedly dry love life.

"Good. I—Taraka," he began, "It's a difficult time right now."

"You're telling me," Taraka sighed.

It shut her up when he knelt in front of her, locking our gazes with the intensity of his stare, something strange about the green of his eyes—something deeper, brewing underneath.

"I love you," he said slowly, deliberately.

Taraka had never known words to affect her so much, but the moment he said it, she had to take a breath, closing her eyes as tears began to escape.

When she opened them, Lee looked worried, even guilty.

"I'm sorry," Taraka laughed shakily. "I just... I didn't realize how much I wanted... how much I needed to hear that."

She wrapped her arms around his neck, smiling with a tilt of the head. "I love you too," she said softly, just as seriously. "But I feel like there's a 'but' that you're waiting to drop on me before the end of it."

"As I said, it's a difficult time," Lee said. "And very soon, I might not get to see you anymore. I don't want this relationship to be built on the pain of losing each other so early."

"Losing each other?" Taraka said, eyes widening. "What do you mean? It's not like you're gonna die anytime soon, right?"

She didn't mean for it to come out so seriously, but was still relieved when Lee shook his head.

"Things have just been really tense here in the borough and I might have to move soon. And it'll be a rough move, so I might be out of contact for a while."

"How long is a while?" Taraka asked, a deep frown heavy on her face, anger bubbling beneath the surface.

"I don't know," Lee said. "But it's not for another month. We have time," he added, desperation tinging his words, soothing the anger Taraka had yet to release. "Don't we?"

Taraka kissed his shoulder softly. "I'm hosting a gala in four days' time, to honor the protectors of the city—my task force deputies will be there, as will Beifong's metalbending police, and some big names in big businesses. A bid, more than anything, to increase manpower and financial aid. With the Equalists growing in number and more chi-blocking camps popping up, we're gonna need the full support—you know what, it doesn't matter," Taraka said, shaking her head. "The point is," she continued, "I want you be there with me."

"I understand the bid for support," Lee said, "but wouldn't my presence be extraneous? Or are you still going to show me off to exemplify your support for the non-bending community?"

"No," Taraka said. "You won't have to do or say anything you don't want to, and I won't use you for something so petty. Not anymore."

She melted into his embrace. "I just want you to be there. I want you to be a part of my life the way you've made me a part of yours. You don't have to, of course, but I'd love it if you could."

"I'll... I'll call you a day ahead, at the latest," Lee said, a tenuous answer, but an answer nonetheless, and Taraka kissed him with a sweet smile of reassurance.


Taraka visited Korra at the Air Temple two days after the encounter.

She was shaken that night, but now she seemed fine—surprised, even, when she saw Taraka climbing the steps to see her.

"Councilwoman," she greeted. "Um... what're you doing here?"

"I came to see how you were doing," Taraka answered.

"I'm—I'm fine," Korra said nervously, making a show of bending in an attempt to prove it. "My bending's all together, and I've been training with Tenzin, and—"

"Tenzin told you not to trust me, didn't he?" Taraka interrupted, and Korra slumped.

"I don't think he likes you very much," Korra sighed, sitting on the front steps. Taraka shrugged, taking a seat beside her.

"Well, Tenzin's never really liked me," Taraka said airily. "He was always so very democratic, so full of Air Nation wisdom. I was more of a take-action kind of woman. We've been clashing on a lot of issues since before I was even on the Council."

Korra chuckled. "I don't doubt that. How long have you known Tenzin for?"

"For about as long as you've been alive, Korra, give or take a couple of years," Taraka said. "I mean, if you're asking how long we've been on arguing terms, I'd say since about two years before I took a seat on the council, but I met him when I was still an assistant, serving under an official in the boroughs near the docks. The Agni Kais once tired expanding their territories there, but thanks to my boss Bagsik, they got some authorities to tighten security there and the triads were pushed back."

"Oh? What happened to him?" Korra asked with genuine interest.

"He was killed by Agni Kais," Taraka answered bluntly. "It wouldn't have happened if the council had taken his proposals more seriously much sooner, but after his murder, they were inclined to deal with the triads more strictly."

"Excuse me for saying so but when I got into the city the triads were still pretty much a terror," Korra said. "How strict is strict?"

"It was worse before," Taraka said, giving her a dry half smile.

"I can't imagine," Korra said softly.

"So you can understand why Tenzin and I butt heads. Here on this island, he's safe. He's never had to worry about the triads killing him on his way home or targeting his family. He doesn't know what it's like to fear for the people you care about just living in the city," Taraka said solemnly. "But I do. That's why I came to you, and not to him."

"I noticed," Korra began cautiously. "You were the first authority figure in the city who thought I was capable of anything beyond wrecking stuff and failing training."

"That's because I saw a little of myself in you," Taraka remarked. "And, granted, I have had my share of failures and wrecking things," she chuckled. "In fact, my father—"

She stopped, surprised at what she was about to reveal. How odd that Korra should so easily bring her past out of her.

"What about your father?" Korra asked.

"He was, uh. He was a strict man. Always expecting us to do above and beyond, always telling us to strive to be better than the best, that mediocrity had no place in his household," Taraka said. "I had my share of failures in his eyes. My brother was a bending prodigy, and I was a bit slower on the uptake. Eventually I found my niche in politics and worked hard to get where I am today. I learned from my failures, and if they hadn't happened, I don't think I'd be as strong as I am now."

She turned to Korra, smiling encouragingly. "Your failures don't make you a failure, Korra. They may belong to you, but they don't define you. I don't doubt that in time, you will be the greatest Avatar the world will ever know."

"Thanks, Councilwoman," Korra said earnestly. "I needed that."

"You can just call me Taraka."

"Taraka," Korra repeated happily. "You can just call me Korra, then. Tenzin's got you pegged all wrong. You're a pretty amazing person."

"Likewise, Avatar. Korra," Taraka amended. "If you're not adverse to it, perhaps I might consider you a friend?"

"Friends? Me?" Korra said incredulously, before quickly adding, "I mean, of course! Of course, I'd love to have you as a friend."

"That's good," Taraka said, standing. "We did make a good team in the task force, after all," Taraka reminded her. Korra frowned.

"I'm grateful for everything, but I won't be rejoining your task force anytime soon," she said.

"I know," Taraka replied. "And I don't expect you to. After what happened with Amon, nobody expects you to."

Korra's brows knit together in thought. "I still want to help, though."

"If it comes to that, I'll go straight to you," Taraka promised, taking her leave. "Meanwhile, try to enjoy your weeks of peace and quiet."

"If by peace and quiet, you mean intense training at the pro-bending arena, then sure. I'll enjoy that," Korra laughed.

"I'll make sure to listen out for you," Taraka said, waving goodbye.

She saw Tenzin emerging from within the temple, catching a glimpse of her as she walked down the steps. Hopefully this amiable conversation she just had would prevent him from driving a wedge between them. A friendship with the Avatar, after all, was an asset she could benefit from in the future.


The Dragon Flats borough was the largest settlement of non-benders in the city, and a favored target by triad thugs. The citizens were often too afraid, too weak to defend themselves, and the bending authorities would too often be too late in their attempts to assist the victims.

Lately, though, it became perfectly clear to the triads that Dragon Flats was no longer good for benders. Since the revolution began its slow ascent, more and more citizens were revealed to be chi-blockers, trained to fight against anyone who might pose a threat to them, bending or no.

It was a good change, but too slow going.

"Lee! It's good to see you, finally. Been too busy to come see how things are going, huh?"

"I'd be lying if I said it's good to see you too, San Tzu," Lee said lightly. "How are things going?"

"We just got a new batch last week. Fast learners! Good thing, too. At the rate those task force jockeys are going, we're trying to ease up on training until we're sure our people are safe."

"Amon is formulating a plan as we speak," Lee said. "Lately we've had some leads plant false information, but between lies, the truth seems to have a habit of coming out."

"You're telling me," San Tzu sighed. "Manoru was arrested last week distracting task force benders while the students escaped. How much longer do we have to keep doing this before something changes?"

Lee bit his lip. "A month, San Tzu," he said decidedly. "A month, and it's all going to change."

"I hope you're right. So tell me, does part of this change include your late night rendezvous with a certain bender lady from the upper class districts?" San Tzu said, his tone more playful than accusatory, though as suspicious as it ought to be.

Lee turned away, not allowing the man to see the expression on his face.

"If I told you it was?" Lee said carefully.

San Tzu shook his head, laughing. "Cold, Lee. I didn't figure you to be that cold."

"We all fight for the same cause, San Tzu. This is bigger than any of us."

"Just be careful, okay?" San Tzu said kindly. "Nobody doubts your loyalty, but you can't really stop people from talking. New benders and outsiders in the Dragon Flats are never good news, so a lot of people have got both eyes open when it comes to that."

"Fine," Lee said shortly. "Thank you," he added.

"Come on, then. They're waiting for you."

Lee nodded as he was led into the shopkeeper's basement, the painted mask of Amon staring down at him from the poster, large enough to block the windows looking in from the street.

"Hello, everyone! May I introduce one of our chi-blocking masters, one of the first to teach the art to further the Equalist movement. A man with a keen sense of justice, one who you now may call sifu Lee."


The day he'd given up the name Noatak was a great relief for him.

Noatak, after all, was a disgrace, a failure best left to the past.

Noatak had been a bloodbender of rare skill, a boy who used his powers to manipulate others, even loved ones. Noatak had enjoyed that power, too much, and when he stopped being Noatak, he had washed his hands of that love of suffering, killing it with kindness and empathy and the hope of a new beginning.

Noatak had abandoned his family. He loved his mother, but she was weak, and he knew she would not be harmed. He once loved his father, but it was clear that there was no helping the monster consumed by hatred and revenge. The family Noatak had left behind was his sister, his most trusted friend, the most important person in the world to him. And Noatak had abandoned her, called her weak as he made his way through a blizzard, never to see her again.

Noatak... Noatak had loved her.

His greatest disgrace was that he'd loved her, more than any brother ever should love a sister.

He didn't know how long ago it started, but by the time he was fourteen, he became aware of how ingrained it was in his spirit, so much so that he could not abandon it for as long as he remained Noatak.

Ever since they were children, Noatak looked at Taraka and saw something that was his, and his alone. She was his, and they would never be parted, and only when Noatak was seventeen and Taraka was fourteen (and, by their village's custom, of marrying age) , did Noatak realize what that meant.

He carved her a necklace not out of kindness. He did it for the same reason he quite subtly and wordlessly threatened the young men who came to their home looking to speak to her, the same reason he mocked the girls who tried to get his attention. He did it for the same reason he endured his father and shielded her from his wrath.

He was in love with his sister, and that was his greatest disgrace. He saw her growing into something strong, but he could see the barest slivers of darkness in her, and he knew he had corrupted her.

Noatak had abandoned her, but he rationalized, later on, that it was better for her to be away from him. He was ruin, and would not be around for much longer.

Soon enough, Noatak was gone. Abandoned. Dead in the storm, he decided as he cut his hair and changed his clothes for the trip.

He was going to Republic City. Start a new life. And he wouldn't be Noatak when he did it.

"Heyyy, how about Lee? Lee's a nice name, common, unassuming, something to build up from! I think you could look like a Lee, if you wanted to," said the trader who he met on the ship, someone oddly familiar, but helpful and intuitive, knowing with one glance that he was looking for a new life and was leaving an old one behind.

"Listen, Lee, can I call you Lee? Yeah, listen, Lee, if you need any help, don't forget to call your good friend Varrick, huh? Republic City is the city of opportunities! And I don't want to see you miss yours."

Fifteen years later, Lee was glad to know Varrick was still helpful, as the first shipments of Future Industries' new inventions began coming in.

"One month," he murmured to himself as he watched the new chi-blockers finish their forms. "And everything will change."

One thing he knew that would never change, though:

Noatak or Lee or even the great Amon, there was no hiding the fact that even after all these years, his heart still burned for Taraka (his sister, the Councilwoman, the enemy).

It was the one thing, he knew, that he would have to live with forever, or die of, if it ever came to that.


Twenty years ago...

"Here, see? You form a sphere around you like this, and just keep feeding it water as it spins. It'll protect you from fireblasts."

"How do you even know we'll be dealing with fireblasts?" Taraka challenged, creating a spinning ball of water in preparation, melting it from the snow beneath her feet.

"You never know! It's always good to be prepared for any threat," Noatak advised.

Taraka nodded, taking the water and forming it into a protective sphere, continuing the motion as her brother said and feeding it water as it spun. Within the sphere, she could see the ice-men they'd sculpted for practice, and with the points of her fingers she struck at the ever-growing sphere, shooting icicles at the targets and cutting parts clean off.

She let the water drop in a perfect circle around her. "Noa, did you see that?" she said, laughing delightedly.

"That was inspired," Noatak said, nodding approvingly. "Look you decapitated that one. Got any plans to take the heads off those boys who keep bothering you?"

"It's just ice," Taraka said. "It's not like people are made of it. The icicles won't do that much damage."

"You're a powerful bender, Taraka," Noatak said. "You can make the ice do as much damage as you need it to."

To demonstrate, he picked up a stone from one of the jutting masses of earth beneath the snow and threw it in the air. He then bent an icicle at it, his movements sharp and eyes narrowed in concentration.

Taraka's eyes widened as the stone was sliced right down the middle, the pieces falling in two different directions. She picked one up and examined it, feeling the smooth cut.

"This is amazing, Noatak," she said in a small voice.

"The two of us?" Noatak said, wrapping an arm around her. "We're the strongest waterbenders in the world. Together, we're invincible."

Taraka smiled, a toothy grin full of promise. "Yeah. Yeah, we are. Just the two of us, together."

And she bent an icicle at the jutting stone, leaving a deep cut in the rock face.


A/N: Reviews are always appreciated!






4. Chapter 4


A/N: My chapter updates aren't the same in AO3 as they are here, so congratulations, you get the next part early!


"I can see the gears turning in your head,"Taraka teased.

"Well that's usually what happens when I do work," Lee said. "Which is what you're supposed to be doing right now, if I have your schedules right."

"I have an hour before my squeaky-voiced assistant comes looking for me," Taraka said. Lee raised his eyebrow, amused.

"Don't look at me like that," Taraka said. "The Council assigned him to me. Fu's a hard worker, and obscenely competent. If the tradeoff is his questionable voice, then it's a good trade."

"Well, you're the one who has to suffer through it, so..."

Taraka bumped his head with the back of her hand, giggling like a schoolgirl. Lee never failed to bring out this side of her—this lovestruck, youthful, and ultimately vulnerable side of her—and it worried her to some degree. Still, when he looked up at her, his eyes alight with honest adoration that she was sure he himself wasn't aware of, she was mollified.

"Here, I forgot to give this to you."

She slid a gilded invitation under his notes on Republic City's non-bender laws, patiently waiting for him to respond.

"Taraka, I don't know," Lee said, sighing deeply.

Taraka shrugged. "Keep it anyway. Whatever you decide, at least this is an option."

Lee pulled her down for a kiss, and she could practically feel the guilt in it, giving her a selfish hope he'd be there for her sake. It was, at the very least, an excuse to see how he looked in formal wear—but more than that, she felt as though she could do anything with him around, less the politician's self-certainty and more the fragile but deep-seated feeling of invincibility in love.

Hours later, long after she'd bid Lee goodbye with a kiss and a wave, she didn't realize she was still smiling like an adolescent fool until she was bombarded with the questions of a hyperactive airbender girl where she'd expected to see the Avatar.

"Heyyy you're the council lady who visited us at dinner one time! What're you doing here?" said the girl, whose name Taraka could not remember.

"I, ah, I was looking for Korra."

"Oh, she's training right now, but I could take you to where she is. But she's with daddy, and I don't think daddy likes you very much. But Korra said she likes you so maybe it's okay. But I don't wanna get in trouble with daddy."

Taraka shook her head, wondering how on earth so many words could come out of one mouth in such a short period of time.

"Um, well, you could just tell him I insisted if he gets upset with you," she said.

The little girl looked thoughtful for a moment, before exclaiming, "Okay! Come on, the training's this way."

As they walked, Taraka was treated to even more questions. She wondered if it was too late to turn tail and run.

"Why do you have three ponytails? And how come you smell like a guy's cologne? And why do you wear fur if it's not winter? And are you old like daddy or are you a lot younger than daddy but older than me? And are you from where Korra's from or are you from somewhere else?"

"Hey!" Taraka said loudly, holding back a curse. "I have a question for you," she said, regaining her composure.

"But you haven't answered any of mine!"

"Well... My three ponytails are for my father. It's symbolic of my family ties," she explained slowly. "And as for... do I really smell like a man's cologne?" She sniffed her arm and froze. Yes, she did smell quite a bit like Lee's subtle scent. It was unassuming, but apparently, quite noticeable.

"Uh huh! Oh! Wait! Is it because you were with somebody?" she asked, her words slowing to tease.

Taraka smirked. "I was with my... boyfriend, yes."

The little girl gasped loudly, her excitement palpable as she bounced.

"Oooh you have a boyfriend? But aren't you too old? Or maybe daddy just married young. You don't look that old. Does daddy know you have a boyfriend?"

"I can't imagine Tenzin cares what or who I do in my spare time. Anyway, what's your name? You've said probably more words to me than I exchanged in the last eight hours, and you still haven't introduced yourself."

"Oh, my name's Ikki! I'm second eldest. Ohh but that's so romantic! Is he a secret boyfriend? Do you kiss a lot and sing songs and write poems and dance in flowers and rainbows and sparkles?"

Taraka snorted, unable to hold back her laughter. "You're... precocious, aren't you? I can't believe a hard-a—um, a strict man like Tenzin would raise somebody so... rambunctious."

"Ikki? What are you doing?"

Taraka looked up to see Tenzin's wife, Pema, standing at the top of the steps, looking disapprovingly on.

"Pema! Your daughter here was just showing me to where Korra was."

"She's training," Pema said flatly, just about as immune to Taraka's charms as her husband was. "I'm sure I can get one of the air acolytes to find you a place to stay while you wait for her to finish."

"Mommy, mommy, did you know that ponytail lady has a secret boyfriend?" Ikki said, gusting up air to where her mother stood. "It's so romantic, isn't it?"

"Well I never—what in the world possessed you to share anything about your... your exploits to my children?" Pema said angrily at Taraka, who met the barbed words with sharp ones of her own.

"Despite what lies you might believe that your husband might love to tell about me over dinner, I do not like being insulted, or your insinuation that I'd talk about inappropriate things in front of your children."

"You—you need to leave! Right now," Pema said stonily.

"Mommy? I'm sorry..."

"Ikki, it's fine," Pema said shortly. "Go find your siblings."

"I will not leave until I've spoken to Korra," Taraka said. "And until you've apologized for insulting me."

"I—"

"Pema? What's going on? Ikki just ran by, saying something about revealing a secret, she was very upset—"

Tenzin stopped, spotting Taraka on the steps.

"Taraka," he said. "What are you doing here?"

"Well, Tenzin, apparently, I'm having my virtue insulted by your wife," Taraka said roughly.

"What do you—what are—"

"Taraka!"

Taraka was surprised when Korra rounded the corner, launching herself beyond where Pema and Tenzin stood and landing in front of the councilwoman, beaming at her despite her haggard appearance.

"I've been training for hours! Ugh, I'm so glad you're here. Is it something important? Or better yet, something not important? Either way, it'll be a welcome break. Let's go!"

"Not until I find out what happened here!" Tenzin said firmly.

"Ponytail lady told me a secret and I told mommy the secret and mommy got angry and ponytail lady got angry and mommy told me to go but I didn't go because I ruined everything and I'm sorry!" Ikki interjected from the door. Tenzin stared open-mouthed at his daughter for a moment before turning back to Taraka.

"What?"

"It's my fault," Pema said reluctantly. "I made an assumption and I said something I shouldn't have. I'm sorry, Councilwoman, especially for insulting you," she said genuinely, looking Taraka in the eye. Taraka was tempted to say something harsh, but she knew this was an opportunity to at least soften Pema's (and by extension, Tenzin's) opinion of her, to benefit her in the long run.

"I accept your apology," she said.

"Wait, insulting you? What happened?" Korra asked. Taraka shook her head. "It's not important," she said.

Tenzin sighed. "Well, whatever it was, Korra, don't go too far. I'm sure if Councilwoman Taraka came here to speak to you, you don't have to leave to make conversation."

"We'll take the cliff," Korra said quickly before Tenzin could argue, rushing Taraka down the steps to the place overlooking the bay.

"So what happened? And not that I'm not stoked to see you, but why'd you come by today?" Korra asked.

The overlook was beautiful, and Taraka could see the waves crashing on the shore of Air Temple Island, the lights of Republic City on the horizon.

"I was... making conversation with Tenzin's daughter—"

"Making conversation with Ikki? You should get a prize for that. Most people can't get past the first twenty words," Korra said.

"She's very overwhelming," Taraka agreed. "She asked me why I smelled like a man's cologne. I answered her, and Pema misunderstood the situation."

"Wait, what?" Korra said, bewildered. "You smell like what now? Man's cologne? You don't smell like—" Korra gave a cursory sniff.

"Oh my gosh, you do smell like a guy's cologne. But you love those flowery perfumes of yours," Korra said, realization slowly seeping into her voice and face.

Taraka raised an eyebrow as she pointed (rudely, though the councilwoman chose not to comment) in shock.

"You—are you—do you have a boyfriend?" Korra said.

"A lady doesn't kiss and tell," Taraka joked, aware of how obvious the answer was anyway.

"Wow! Well you're obviously doing a lot better than I am. What's he like? Oh no, is it a secret? Should I not be talking about it?" Korra asked.

"I don't mind in the slightest," Taraka said. "I came here to see how you were doing, and you seem to be doing a lot better."

"Oh, yeah! Training with the Fire Ferrets is going great, and if things go well, we might actually get into the finals!"

"This means a lot to you," Taraka observed.

"Well, yeah. It's something I'm actually good at that isn't part of my Avatar responsibilities."

"I respect that," Taraka said. "But I hope you'll consider taking up your Avatar duties again soon. The Equalists have been quiet as of late, and we haven't gotten any reports of chi-blocker camps recently."

"Isn't that a good thing?" Korra said.

"Not if they're planning something big. This might just be the quiet before a storm," Taraka said gravely. "I just want you to be careful."

"Oh, and one more thing!" Taraka remembered, raising a finger. "I have something for you."

She handed Korra a card, beautifully designed, as always.

"Another party?" Korra said.

"In honor of the hardworking task force deputies," Taraka said. "You're welcome to come if you want. Plus one, in case you want to invite that firebender of yours."

"Wh—what?" Korra stuttered. "I'm not—he's not—we're not—"

"Korra."

"Ugh," Korra sighed heavily. "He's got a girlfriend. And I like him a lot and I think he likes me too but what am I supposed to do? Did you ever have these problems?"

"Not particularly, no," Taraka said. "The only men I ever loved were devoted to me, and the rest just weren't good enough."

"Wow, you're a bit of an ice queen, aren't you?" Korra remarked.

"Why bother with needless anxiety?" Taraka reasoned. "You're the Avatar. You are, by that virtue, better than any girl this boy you like should ever even consider."

"It's Asami Sato," Korra said.

"Hiroshi Sato's daughter?" Taraka asked. When Korra nodded, she then said, "I see. Well then I suppose you should just give up."

"Wow! Thanks for that helpful piece of advice," Korra said dryly.

"You want advice? Here's mine: Don't doubt yourself. The moment you do is the moment you set yourself up to fall. If you truly want to be with this boy, then know it'll happen. Don't just consider it, and don't just believe it. Know. And it'll happen."

Korra whistled softly. "Does that always work for you?"

Taraka thought back to the weeks after her brother was lost, where she'd convinced herself she'd see him over the snowbanks one day, coming home, finally, from a long journey to clear his head.

"No. Not always. But," she said, lightening, "that doesn't mean it doesn't work. If you want something, take it. You can't wait around for the world to give it to you."

Korra smiled shyly. "Thanks, Taraka. Seriously."

Taraka smiled back. "It's nice," she said thoughtfully. "You're like the little sister I never had. I was only ever the younger sibling—and then the only child. I don't think I've ever been an elder sister before."

Korra sobered. "If you don't mind me asking," she said, "what happened to your brother?"

"I... he ran away," Taraka said. "Into a blizzard. We searched for days but we couldn't find him. He probably died in that storm."

"Probably?"

"I entertained the notion that he might still be alive, that he might come back to us," Taraka said. "But he and my father... they didn't get along. Even if he didn't die all those years ago, I don't think he'd have come back."

"But you said you were close," Korra said. "If he were still alive, I'm sure he'd have come back for you."

Taraka bit her lip, remembering the full moon, the necklace, and the greatest mistake of her young life.

"No, he wouldn't have," she said coldly. "It's been years, anyway. It doesn't matter now."

"If he still inspires you until today, I doubt it doesn't matter. And I may not know a lot about siblings or brothers," Korra said, "but speaking as your honorary little sister, I think your brother would have been proud of you. You're practically a hero, here."

"Well, first I have to defeat Amon," Taraka said. "To be called a hero. But I can't do that alone. That's why we'd do better as a team than apart."

Korra opened her mouth to respond, but Taraka cut in, "I know you're not going to rejoin the task force, and I know your encounter with Amon left you shaken. But you will have to face him again someday. Taking down the Equalist threat either starts with him or ends with him. You have to accept that sooner or later."

Korra looked just about as insecure as Taraka felt, so she added, "We're a team, remember? I won't let you face Amon alone, Korra. Not again."

And they clasped hands in silent agreement, in a promise of kinship that Taraka felt more deeply about than well-laid political plans she'd had previously, to get the Avatar on her side.

She meant what she said, and she wouldn't turn her back on kin. She wouldn't do what he did, when he ran away. She'd stand her ground, even if it meant that one day, she would have to face the man whose mask struck fear in the hearts of all benders, and perhaps even see what lay beneath the icon, the nightmare of the Equalist leader.


Twenty years ago...

The full moon shone brighter and closer than it had for over a year, lighting up the snow like a long, blue morning.

From where she stood, high on the icy hill where her house was near, Taraka could see waterbenders across the village practicing, from where she stood, taking advantage of the moon and its power. She laughed to herself at how pitifully childish their attempts were, and with a deep breath, she raised an enormous sphere of water above her head, spinning in a constant, steady motion.

She sent a water whip as far as she could across the village. The control it took was monumental, but with the power of the moon, she was able to feel the water even when it was almost a mile away, and was able to lead it right down into the sea.

"Noa, did you see that!?" she exclaimed, jumping in excitement and triumph. But when she turned to where her brother had been sitting, she found him gone.

Taraka huffed. He was the one who asked her to join him and suddenly he had the audacity to abandon him on the top of the hill like an idiot?

"Noatak?" she called, sliding down the hill. "Noatak, where'd you go?"

She found him easily in the light of the moon, kneeling at the cliffside where he often sat in silence, brooding and thoughtful. He wasn't brooding now—his head was bowed low, and he held something in his hands.

Taraka watched with wide eyes as clouds began to pass over the moon, filtering the light through a single ray, like the sun on a bright morning.

Quickly, Noatak bent two icicles to hold the object he had in-between, making the light even stronger than it was before.

Taraka looked up, and in the ray of light, she thought she saw a figure, the faintest shape of a beautiful woman who glowed white as the moon itself.

Too soon, it was over. The clouds passed, and the moon shone over the land one again.

Taraka approached cautiously.

"Noatak?" she said. "What just happened?"

When Noatak turned, he was smiling wider than she'd seen in... in years. He ran over and hugged her, picking her up in his excitement.

"You saw that, didn't you? You did see that?" Noatak said breathlessly, still holding Taraka up off the ground.

"Y—yeah! The moonlight, and—I thought I saw—"

"Yue! It was Yue! You see, little sis? We're blessed," he laughed, putting her down.

"What was that all about?" Taraka asked after, still giddy from her brother's reaction.

"Don't tell me you've already forgotten," he said playfully. From the raised ice, he freed the object that he'd had with him, revealing it to be a—

"A betrothal necklace?" Taraka whispered. "You mean you actually..."

"I did cheat a bit. I started it way before tonight. But then I found out from our spiritual leaders down in the village that there is a way to have something blessed by Yue on a full moon, and I thought there'd be no harm in trying. And look! Yue did bless us. Both of us."

When Taraka finally got a good look at the pendant in Noatak's hand, she gasped.

It was beautiful. More than that, it was the most intricate and ornate and alarmingly well-done betrothal necklace she'd ever seen. Where most of the necklaces Taraka was used to were simply round pendants carved with shapes, Noatak had taken it one step further.

The moonstone formed the center of the pendant, flanked on its right by a crescent moon of dark blue sapphire, carved finely with the waves of the sea. It was at the center of an open hand made from mother-of-pearl, fastened to the lace by other beautiful crystals and stones Taraka could not identify.

It was the most beautiful thing in the world, she thought, and it was hers.

"Are you... crying?"

"What?"

There were indeed tears in her eyes, and she wiped them away hastily.

"This is... this is probably the most beautiful and valuable thing anyone's ever given to me," she said. "And I doubt anything else in the world could top this."

"Only the best for you," Noatak said lightly.

"I wish—" Taraka stopped, cutting herself off before she could finish.

"You wish what?" Noatak asked curiously.

"I wish it were real," she whispered.

Noatak was quiet for a moment. "Let me put this on you," he said, and she nodded.

She turned around, and he clasped the beautiful necklace around her neck, before turning her around again and pulling her into a tight, tender embrace.

"We're real," he said seriously, "and so was the blessing Yue gave us. Both of us. This is a promise, a real promise. We'll always be together."

The overwhelming swell of emotion in Taraka's chest was like a wave, and she reached up, and before she could rationalize another thought, she kissed him.

For all ten seconds, it was bliss. He held her, even relaxed into the kiss, but abruptly, his arms dropped from her sides and he pushed her away.

"I'm sorry!" she said immediately. Her reaction was immediate, to fix whatever her mistake was, to repair what she might have broken. "I was just—"

"It's fine," Noatak said stiffly.

"Noa, I—"

"I said it's fine, Taraka," he said, all the warmth gone from his tone.

"No, it's not! I ruined it, and I'm sorry, I didn't—"

"I know you didn't mean it," Noatak said.

"I didn't say that!" Taraka said, but Noatak was already walking away, walking back to their home. "Noatak, please, listen to me!"

"I shouldn't have done this," Noatak said sharply.

Anger surged in Taraka's heart. "If you regret it so much then take it back! I don't want it if that's how you're going to be!" She tried unclasping it, clumsily, her gloves making it doubly difficult, until she was shedding tears of frustration, dropping to her knees in the snow.

She sobbed into her hands. She'd ruined it and now it wouldn't be okay and it was all her fault. 

She was startled by the sudden weight of an embrace over her curled form, and Noatak hugged her tight, warm and encompassing.

For a moment, as she returned the hug and he kissed the top of her head, she thought that maybe, it would be okay.

For a while, they found their footing again, their rapport returning to the way it was before. Sometimes, Taraka would slip her hand into his, and sometimes Noatak would kiss her forehead, innocent touches that held promise and change, all the same.

Weeks later, her father ordered them to bloodbend each other.

After that, she knew that things would never be okay again.


A/N: Hear that sound in the distance? That's the sound of crying.






5. Chapter 5
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"Keep an eye on those matches, and report back with the results. I do believe the famed Wolfbats are throwing their weight around enough for the people to see. I want to make an example out of them."

"Yes, Amon," the chi-blocker agents said, bowing swiftly and respectfully before leaving.

As they left through the single door to Amon's... office, as it were, Kwan pushed himself away from the wall just as Hiroshi Sato entered.

"Sending people to watch bending matches? Kind of ironic, all things considered," Hiroshi remarked.

"That you're funding one of the teams playing tonight—now that's irony," Kwan returned. Amon smiled behind the mask. "All for the same ends, Hiroshi," he said.

He nodded to his Lieutenant, who nodded back in understanding. "Take over," he said. "If there are any concerns, I expect you to handle them."

"Understood," Kwan said seriously. "Have fun at your party," he added lightly.

"You're leaving?" Hiroshi said, mouth slightly agape. "For a party?"

"All for the same ends," Kwan echoed. "Our fearless leader's going undercover."

Hiroshi seemed to have nothing to say, so the Lieutenant continued. "What, did you think he sat around hiding all day, only going out to make speeches?"

"But your face..."

"You'd be surprised what a little makeup can do," Kwan said. "Isn't that right, fearless leader?"

Amon trusted Kwan with his life, but the man had a mouth on him.

"The Lieutenant will remain in charge for the time being. Direct all concerns to him," he said.

Hiroshi looked humbled for a moment. "There was one concern," he said.

"Yes?"

"The finals. If those... Fire Ferrets win tonight's round, Asami will be there for them on the day we strike, the day we reveal the power of the revolution."

"I'm sure you'll find a way to keep her safe," Amon said with a weight that made it clear he wasn't merely brushing Hiroshi's concerns off. "Family is important, Hiroshi. Do what you must."

"Of course. Yes. I don't suppose you have any family left," Hiroshi said carefully.

"... No. I don't," Amon answered after some thought, walking out, finally, leaving them to themselves.


The party was in full swing, and Taraka was distracted.

Oh, she played the part of the host perfectly, to be sure, but the few people who were around her enough to know could see she was waiting for somebody.

There were murmurs from the task force deputies and the clearly tempted reporters who'd been invited to the scene to take photos and get a few details, but who were barred from harassing—that was, asking questions of the attendees.

Taraka shook her head. It wasn't as though he'd given her a definitive yes. She was being moronic, wasting her time waiting when she should have been attending to guests and gaining support for her task force, which had been slowing down with the marked decrease in reports about Equalist camps.

The press seemed to think it was a failure on their part, especially with the rising tensions and the rumors in Republic City's underworld about something big coming, something that had the triads cowering in the face of Amon and his Equalists.

She had no sympathy for those criminals, but if they were worried, then she should be too.

"Well if it isn't my favorite star politician!" said a loud, jovial voice, one that had Taraka flinching for one moment then smiling widely the next, all teeth and transparent only to the intelligent.

And intelligent was an understatement, if used to describe the man approaching her. He had many fooled with his eccentric and amusing persona, but he was sharper and more manipulative than anyone Taraka had ever met—which was probably why they had gotten along so well the past fifteen years. Not that she ever trusted him. No, it would be foolish to trust this man, no matter how generous he was with his friends. He would just as easily lend you a helping hand as he would stab you in the back, if it suited him. It was, admittedly, something she admired about him.

"Varrick! I thought you were in the South handling your company's trade connections. What a pleasant surprise," Taraka greeted.

"Not as pleasant as this food! You have got to lend me a line to your caterer. These seaweed hors d'oeuvres are to die for! Zhu Li! Get me a recipe for these things!"

His assistant nodded obediently. "Yes sir," she said.

"What brings you back to Republic City at such a trying time, Varrick?" Taraka asked, happy to get her mind off of distractions.

"If this is what you consider a trying time then I'd hate to see what a bad time looks like," Varrick remarked. "A lot of benders have been packing it up to the South Pole. Earned a killing in my ferry partnership. Who knew wide-scale panic would be so profitable?"

"You knew," Taraka said bluntly. "And I suppose you don't have to worry, being a non-bender."

"Exactly! See, this is why you're my favorite, Councilwoman, you're a straight shooter, a real first class lady of the state. I'm hearing hero of republic city being thrown around. I think it's a nice touch to that icy bender-leader persona you got going."

Taraka's mouth twitched into a smirk. "What are you planning, Varrick?"

"Well I dunno, what am I planning? Wait, right! Zhu Li, gimme the, uh, the thing," Varrick snapped his hand as he spoke, and his ever-reliable assistant quickly handed him a few papers.

"What is this?" Taraka murmured, reading through the text and eying the grainy photos attached.

"This is the kinda thing you oughta be paying attention to, Taraka," Varrick said, his voice suddenly low and serious. "These are records of closed shipments made through my partners just about a week ago. And those photos show that whatever these things are, they are enormous. And they were made under your name." He leaned in closer. "And if that's not enough, some of my partners' more observant employees said they spotted you with a tail during those trips of yours to Dragon Flats. You were being followed, and filing of these shipments were being made at the same time as your clandestine visits."

Taraka was frozen. This was something damaging, something she was completely unaware of, and she grit her teeth at the thought that someone would manipulate her like that.

"Now I know you well enough that you don't have anything nearly big enough that you need to hide ferried back and forth along ports in Republic City. And I've very publicly supported pretty much everything you do, since I know you're smart enough not to screw it up, but even a tiger shark can get harpooned and skinned if she's caught off-guard. And I don't want the tiger-shark I'm backing to get harpooned, if you catch my meaning."

She owed Varrick big for this one. Very big. He would never let her live this down.

"Varrick..."

"Now no need to thank me!" he said, his tone switching back to jovial, belying the dark shadow on his brow. "Just invite me to more of these high-rolling parties of yours! You always host the best ones. Isn't that right everybody?" he said loudly, and a few people agreed cheerfully, some even raising their glasses for a mock toast.

"You've got it, Varrick," Taraka said, faking a charming smile. It quickly transformed into a real, albeit shocked one, when she spotted somebody coming through the door, presenting an invitation to prove he wasn't a crasher.

"Lee!" Taraka called, and the man smiled warmly when he saw her, advancing at a quick pace that slowed when Varrick turned around and spotted him as well.

"Well hey! If it isn't lawyer Lee. More of my favorite people under the same roof, must be my lucky day."

"Varrick. What a surprise," Lee said, much less adept at hiding his suspicion than Taraka was. "I didn't know you two were acquainted," he said, nodding at Taraka.

"Yeah, me and the Councilwoman go way back! Sold her her first radio when I only had one ship and leading Republic City was just a pipe dream."

Taraka smiled at the memory. "I remember. My father still has that radio, even when I offered to get him newer ones. Stubborn man, my dad."

She thought she caught Lee frowning, but when she met his gaze his features practically melted into tenderness. "What about you, Lee? How'd you meet Varrick?"

"Lee and I go as far back as we do, Taraka!" Varrick said just as Lee opened his mouth to answer. "Met him when he needed a ride out to the city. He had big dreams back then too, and I knew he was gonna go far. Look at us! Three water tribe visionaries gone further than we expected as young adults. I could make a story out of that. Hey Taraka, remind me to show you my new idea later on! It's gonna knock your socks off!"

"Of course, Varrick," Taraka said distractedly. "So you're water tribe too?" she said to Lee.

"... Yes. I may not look it..."

"Your eyes are green," Taraka pointed out.

"They're contact lenses," he answered. "Differently colored. Let's just say my past was... something I needed to leave behind. I've worn these contacts for so long I forgot what it was like to find somebody I didn't want to hide from."

"Ooh, looks like I'm a third wheel," Varrick said quietly. "Come on, Zhu Li, let's mingle." And with that, and a flurry of boundless eccentric energy, Varrick left the two to themselves.

"Can I see them?" Taraka asked after Varrick left.

"See what?"

"Your eyes. I mean, not now, obviously, but..."

"It's fine," Lee said quickly. Taraka couldn't have guessed how awkward this would go, now that he was here. He was dressed in fine, muted red tones, a classic suit that made him look very good, enough to turn heads.

"I'm glad you came," Taraka said. "I know I shouldn't have expected it, but I was hoping you would."

"I was halfway out the door before I'd really decided. I'm completely useless at this sort of thing," Lee said sheepishly, "but you have my arm, and me, for the whole night for whatever you need," he said, taking her hand and tucking her arm under his.

The moment was ruined by the rapid bursts of flash photography, and Taraka helpfully turned them both away from the camera-people who were kept to the side, but undeterred by the distance when they needed to get a story.

"Let's go get a drink," Taraka said, winking, as they made their way as far away from the prying press as possible.

"I don't think I've ever met a water tribe man named Lee before," Taraka remarked. "Unless that's filed under the past you had to leave behind?"

"Something like that," Lee said.

"Just when I thought I had you pegged, you add a whole new layer of mystery to my life," Taraka sighed. "I'd be happier if my lap wasn't piling up with mysteries. Not exactly something I can enjoy when those mysteries might kill me."

"I promise that my mysteries won't kill you," Lee said lightly.

"They better not. So... any mysteries you can reveal now, or are they as difficult to get out as your contacts?"

"Well, I am from the Northern Water Tribe."

"Mysteries I don't already know," Taraka laughed.

"I... I left because I was running away from a mistake I made," Lee said solemnly. "Varrick helped me get to Republic City and change my name."

"So I have Varrick to blame for such a generic name."

"It served its purpose. I found myself living in Dragon Flats for lack of funds. Varrick promised he'd help me if I helped him someday, but at the bottom of the heap and new to city life, I didn't have much to offer. I made friends, saw firsthand what bending triads did to the city, studied law, went to university. My best friend kept trying to help me date this girl I saw in a bar once," he chuckled. "He bought her a drink, tried to get her to talk to me. She refused, and he told me she was pining after an old love."

Taraka's eyes widened. "That was you. Of course it was you. You remember that?"

"I can't believe you remember that. It was embarrassing."

"You were the most gorgeous man I'd seen since I got into the city," Taraka admitted. "It wasn't that embarrassing. So you recognized me? Later?"

"A couple years down the line, when you were starting to get visible. You worked under a lot of non-bending officials, you seemed to have the city's best interests at heart. I was glad to become your friend."

"Is that all we are?" Taraka teased. "Friends?"

Lee smirked, leaning forward. "I'd kiss you right now if it wasn't for those idiotic reporters."

"Well it's not like we're being subtle," Taraka replied.

"Well, as long as we're not being subtle," Lee said, pulling her along to the side of the hall, into one of the unlit pathways to the offices.

"Lee, what—"

"Come on!" he said, a mischievous spark in his eyes shining in the meager light. He pulled her aside, behind one of the walls hiding them from the main hall, and kissed her deeply.

"Lee, this is a public place!" Taraka laughed as he nipped at her neck.

"I don't care," he said breathlessly. "Taraka—"

Taraka shut him up with a searing kiss of her own. "I just realized," she said, "I don't care either."

Suddenly, the light from the main hall went out, plunging them into darkness and cutting them off. "What the—" Taraka began.

She heard a commotion, and the blunt sound of punches being thrown and bodies hitting the floor. Then the breaking of glass from high above had her rushing into action. "Lee?" she said, gripping his hand.

"I'm here."

"Stay here," she instructed. "I have to get to my office."

"I'm coming with you."

"You really don't want to be in the way with what I'm about to do," she said, and he didn't argue as she ran up the steps.

The only light that shone into the blackout was that of the giant airship hovering above city hall. Officers from Taraka's task force were being pulled up by Equalists on ropes, paralyzed by chi-blockers. There were calls for the authorities and for reinforcements, but they were slow in coming, kept back by the advanced airship weaponry, unable to come to the aid of the unsuspecting party-goers.

A number of the task force deputies were putting up an admirable fight, some half-chi-blocked but still bending. The waterbenders went first—no sources of water readily available beyond those in punchbowls and served drinks.

As the last few deputies stood their ground, they heard a rumbling, cutting the commotion of screams, cries, and shouts into silence.

"What is that?"

"What's happening?"

The Equalists seemed just as confused. The lights from the airship shone down, trying to find the source of the rumbling.

They found it too late.

From the second floor, an enormous wave crashed down into the hall, overwhelming the Equalists unlucky enough to still be on the ground. They were frozen to the floor and wall as the water crashed into them, and what remained crested into a high wave, plucking Equalists and their bender captives out of the air, where they clung desperately, low enough for the water to get them.

"Over there!" somebody yelled, and the white searchlight shone down on the second floor balcony, where Taraka stood, bending the water on a scale few had ever seen, arms wide and gestures sweeping as she sent whips of water up to drag the Equalist kidnappers down.

There were cries of fear as the masked men and women scrambled up and were pulled quicker out through the roof, taking a few incapacitated benders with them.

In one last desperate move, Taraka froze the water from her whips into sharp points, and sent icicles shooting up through the broken glass. Some of them hit their mark, cutting rope and even flesh as some Equalists were grazed. One of them dropped the bender they were carrying, and two more of the kidnappers themselves fell. Taraka caught them in a sphere of water, trapping the Equalists and gently laying the benders down.

"Councilwoman, look out!" one of her deputies warned.

That was all the warning Taraka got before she was struck from the back, a painful yet numbing punch delivered up her arm and her back. She bent with her other arm at the Equalist who struck her, but another one dropped down behind her and as she dodged an attempt to incapacitate her other arm, she lost her footing and stumbled backward off the balcony.

"Councilwoman!" her deputies cried.

"Taraka!"

Her numb arm was grabbed and she was swung right back up. Lee stood before her in a fighting stance, eyes narrowed at the two Equalists who'd been left behind to finish her.

They seemed to hesitate for a moment, looking at each other and back at Lee, before apparently deciding something and rushing him.

"Lee!" Taraka cried.

Though the Equalists were fast, none of their blows landed. Taraka couldn't believe it, but Lee was faster than even they were, dodging and throwing punches almost identical to their own. He struck pressure points with the same precision, and with two fingers struck the neck of one of the Equalists, knocking them out, before doing the same to the other one—or trying to.

This one put up more of a fight, grunting and kicking and jabbing wildly, throwing Lee off. The Equalist kicked his legs out from under him and, in a split second, threw him off the balcony much in the same way they'd almost done to Taraka.

"No!" Taraka yelled. She looked down and saw Lee lying unconscious on the floor, some people gathering to help him. He was unmoving, and from this distance, Taraka couldn't see if he was breathing.

Panicked fear quickly turned into cold, unforgiving anger, and the water that was still spread out across the floor reared up at Taraka's call. The Equalist jumped at her, trying to stop her before the water could get to her, but gurgled in shock, dropping in mid-air, paralyzed by an unseen force.

Taraka's hand tensed as the water flowed up and surrounded the two Equalists, the sphere of water keeping them submerged. She watched as they began to struggle not to drown, unable to break out of the water Taraka had trapped them in.

"Taraka!"

Lee's voice cut through her rage like a knife, and she dropped her hand, unceremoniously dropping the Equalists from her grip as well. They spluttered and coughed, dragging their masks off to breathe, and Taraka froze their arms and legs to the ground, keeping them in place.

"You got off easy," she said, slowly standing up, clutching her numb arm. They looked at her in pure unadulterated terror, even trying to get free when she approached. She'd almost forgotten how good it felt to have somebody fear you.

The airships had gone, and somebody got the power back on. She looked down and saw Lee getting up, assisted by some of the people around him. She bent ice and made her way down quickly. He caught her just as she collapsed from exhaustion, wondering how it was that Lee knew how to chi-block just like an Equalist.
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6. Chapter 6
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He drove her home when the medics made sure she wasn't injured. She insisted that they tend to her deputies, and did a headcount of those missing. Fewer than she thought, but still. Six men and women lost to the Equalists that day was a loss Taraka could not stand for, despite her own gain in the seven captured Equalists they were able to bring into custody.

The medics had given her a sedative, and she was so out of it that Lee had to carry her over the threshold. She wasn't yet asleep, but she was drifting between dreams and waking. She could hear the quiet, sweet hum of a familiar lullaby, but she couldn't decide whether she was only dreaming or if Lee somehow knew the same Northern lullaby Noatak loved to sing to her when they were young.

Even half out of it and drugged to her gills, Taraka could register the cold, sinking feeling of suspicion starting from her throat and moving down to her heart. Lee wasn't who he seemed, had so many secrets that she felt the barest tinge of disgust when he held her, spoiling the warmth and love she associated with his presence.

He chi-blocked those Equalists. He lived in a place where the Equalists thrived the most, the largest settlement on non-benders in the city. He had a good sense of justice, a sword sharpened by hardship and his proximity to those most affected by the triads and their violence.

And even if he did truly love her, that didn't necessarily mean he was on her side.

She had no memory of falling asleep, only of waking when Lee entered her house at first light, gone for spirits knew how long on an errand she knew nothing about.


"Amon isn't here."

"What do you mean he isn't here? We have six benders restrained in the trucks, and they could wake up and regain their bending at any time. We need them equalized or—"

"Enough."

Kwan turned around, chilled that he didn't hear his leader approach. The Equalist in front of him stood tall, saluting Amon as he approached.

"Amon, sir..."

"What happened?" Amon demanded, ignoring the other man in favor of speaking to his Lieutenant.

"There was a raid on that party they were throwing for the task force. Jiya here led the force, but the plan was Hiroshi's. A test run, he said."

"And you didn't stop him?" Amon said coldly.

The Lieutenant frowned. "I didn't know until we heard the reports on the radio."

Amon turned to the other Equalist, Jiya, at last. Jiya stiffened under the masked gaze.

"An unsanctioned raid," Amon said slowly.

"We... we thought..."

"You thought what? That I would approve of a premature attack? That an unplanned assault behind my back would help the cause?" Amon said, leaning close enough that his subordinate could see the narrowing of his eyes.

Jiya flinched visibly, despite the hood hiding his expression. "We thought you knew! Sir," he forced out.

Amon pulled away. "So Hiroshi lied to you."

"I—yes. I'm sorry," Jiya answered.

Amon nodded. "Lead me to your captives. Lieutenant, bring Hiroshi here. When I return, we will have words."

"We... we lost seven of our own," Jiya said lowly.

"I am aware," Amon said as he followed the other's steps.

"You are? But you just..." Jiya shook his head, thinking better of questioning their figurehead. "Sifu Lee was there, at the party. One of our master chi-blockers. He was the reason Hasu and Shi Zin were captured. He was protecting the Councilwoman Taraka."

"Good."

Even masked, the other man was able to express utter bewilderment.

"Good?" he repeated.

"Hiroshi is a fool," Amon said. "Bad enough he alerted the city to our resources, but what do you think would have happened if we had taken one of the members of the Council, one who, at this moment, is being hailed a 'hero of Republic City', who has ties to the Avatar herself?"

Jiya was silent.

"Retaliation, on a grand scale. Taraka is a representative of the Northern Water Tribe, a person of importance to their Chief, Unalaq. He would have precedent to assist Republic City, and he would send troops to rally against us. Not to mention her growing friendship with the Avatar, and the fact that we have yet to neutralize Beifong's metalbending force. We are still weak, and Hiroshi's actions have done nothing more than make us seven troops weaker."

Jiya nodded slowly. "I understand, sir," he said. "I am truly sorry for our transgression."

"You need not apologize," Amon said. "That responsibility falls to Hiroshi Sato."

The Equalist bowed low when they got to the trucks. "My loyalty is with you, leader," he said solemnly. Behind the mask, Amon looked down, his own shame hidden from the world.


If it weren't for the radio, Korra might have never known about the night's raid.

Buzzing from their pro-bending win, tainted by the underlying dread she felt and softened by the relief that she, Mako and Bolin had reconciled after their love-triangle induced fight, Korra was just about ready to sleep the day off when she heard the report, attention caught by the mention of Councilwoman Taraka's involvement.

She'd been planning to catch up to the party, but it slipped her mind while she stayed to heal Bolin and was too focused on the pressures of the day to remember. If she'd been there...

Torn between guilt for not helping Taraka and relief that she wasn't there to face the Equalist threat, Korra stumbled over to where the White Lotus guards were gathered around, listening to the report.

"Councilwoman Taraka was able to subdue at least four of the Equalist attackers, according to witnesses. She has since been sent home to rest with minor injuries with her companion, who has yet to be identified, but who was also seen fighting the Equalists alongside the Councilwoman, all without the use of bending."

Korra was already halfway down the steps when Tenzin dropped down to stop her.

"Where do you think you're going?" he questioned.

"I'm going to see Taraka," Korra said strongly, trying to get past him. "I know you hate her, but she's my friend and I can't just leave her alone."

"She's your..." Tenzin began, though it seemed he thought better of it as he instead went on to say, "I don't hate her. We have our disagreements, but I trust Taraka as a fellow Councilwoman. I just think it's too late for you to be going out to Republic City to see her. Especially when she clearly needs her rest."

Korra stopped, breathing slowly to calm herself.

"We can go see her first thing in the morning," Tenzin promised.

"Yeah," Korra said slowly. "Okay."


When Tenzin first met Taraka (properly, he thought, since he'd seen her in her earlier days and heard tell of her skill, but they'd never truly spoken before), it was to shake her hand as she took her seat on the Council, the youngest member to have been given that honor.

She had been much like Korra was now, Tenzin mused. Proud, but not heartless, bold and brash and unerring. Korra didn't have the woman's finesse, but Taraka never had Korra's capacity for honesty. They often clashed on many issues, her forward and aggressive ways directly opposing Tenzin's air nomad philosophies and pacifistic nature.

It didn't help that she seemed to enjoy tormenting him, just professional enough to not be childish but just offensive enough to grate on his nerves. She alternated between inappropriate flirtation and outright denigration, as though she drew pleasure out of seeing him lose his cool.

Still, he didn't hate her. He was above that, and he'd seen too much of her unwittingly complex character to truly hate her. Early into their acquaintance, Tenzin had been invited (out of courtesy and the politician's need to make a statement, more than anything else) to Taraka's home for lunch. He'd meant to bring Pema along, but she was feeling under the weather that day (still pregnant with Meelo and needing the rest), so it was just him. Her assistant, it turned out, was also her doorman for most of the day, and he told Tenzin the chefs were almost done with preparation, but that he could speak to Taraka in the training room if he wished.

Taraka's home was not a mansion, but it was certainly a sizable place for one person. It was elegantly decorated, not too garish or showy, and the size of the training room told Tenzin that Taraka was far from the impractical sort.

She was waterbending, that day, and Tenzin found himself speechless as he watched her practice unfamiliar forms, moving through the steps more gracefully than a dancer. Her waterbending, he knew, was superior, her control outstanding. Even Kya, an accomplished waterbender by any means, had never carried water with such control. It seemed to have a life of its own, flitting around Taraka like the body of a dragon in flight, her movements sometimes entirely independent of the water itself, but still following the same flow. Tenzin had seen quite a few masters in his time, and he could safely say that Taraka could pass as one, in skill if not in name.

She ended with the water flowing up across the center of the wall, slicing across the ceiling and stopping at the bottom of the opposite wall, frozen icicles protruding from three surfaces in a perfectly straight line. When she caught sight of Tenzin, panting from the effort of a well-performed routine, her face took on a mask of pleasantness, stiff mouth revealing the barest hints of contempt he was used to seeing on Taraka's face.

"That was some stunning bending," Tenzin said in the kindest tone he could muster. He didn't have to lie through his teeth, thankfully—his awe was completely genuine.

Taraka seemed taken aback by the compliment. "Thank you," she said instead of what biting remark she seemed to have waiting on the tip of her tongue.

"I've never seen anyone bend water so masterfully, at least, nobody so young," Tenzin continued as Taraka wiped the sweat off her face with a towel.

"That's kind of you," Taraka said conversationally. "I'm sure you've met many master benders, Councilman. Your mother was one of them, after all."

"My mother knows what it is to have hard-earned skill," Tenzin said. "I must say, Taraka, I misjudged you."

"Because everything came so easily to me," Taraka said dryly, her tone unimpressed.

"Because I let our conflicts cloud my judgment of you," Tenzin clarified. "You are an amazing waterbender, Taraka, one of the best I've ever seen."

Taraka blinked at him, like she wasn't used to hearing those words. It seemed strange, that someone who soaked up praise as much as Taraka could look so earnestly surprised at a well-deserved compliment. "Thank you, Tenzin," she said.

It was one of the few conversations they ever had that didn't devolve into sniping and fighting. Lunch was equally as pleasant, and it occurred to Tenzin to write to his mother about Taraka's skill. One day and another Council meeting debacle later, Tenzin forgot all about his good impression of Taraka, and forgot to tell his mother of the power the Councilwoman possessed.

He was reminded of the fact of her bending prowess when he heard reports of her taking down thugs in what was played as self-defense, or in the way she handled the task force hunting the Equalists—most of all, Tenzin realized, when he heard what happened at the party.

Every time Tenzin thought he had her pegged, she would turn out more powerful and more effective than he could have ever imagined.

And Tenzin feared for anyone else who might make the grave mistake of underestimating her.


A/N: Sorely tempted to put in some Tenzin/Taraka and Lieumon... but that's not for this story, haha.






7. Chapter 7


A/N: This is the chapter leading up to the more exciting bits, and the downfall of the Councilwoman. Also, Taraka teaches Korra some moves.


Things were changing, and they began with Taraka waking to the first light of dawn streaming in from the window. The thoughts that haunted her from last night were still with her as she kissed Lee awake, settling herself on top of him as he drowsily came to.

They made love slowly and warmly, driven by the quiet peace of the morning, the illusion that all was well and there was nothing wrong at all. It helped to stave off the cold, the icy sear of pragmatism when faced with difficult choices, the one that Taraka was familiar with.

Still, she'd never had so much to lose, and the cold came back full force when she lay on one side of the bed, panting.

"Tell me a secret," she murmured thoughtlessly.

"What?" Lee said groggily.

"Tell me something nobody else knows," Taraka said. "Something I don't know. I won't ask you to divulge whatever you don't want to, but I want to know you can trust me with something."

"What's this about?" Lee asked, his concern coloring Taraka's annoyance.

"It's nothing," Taraka said, nigh on petulantly. "I understand the need for secrets, but until just yesterday, I didn't think yours would number the stars over the North Pole."

"If this is about me being a Northerner..."

"Show me your eyes," Taraka demanded. "Show me something, anything. Anything that will convince me your secrets are inconsequential, so I can get on with my life."

"I got on with my life a long time ago, Taraka. My past is inconsequential," Lee said angrily, his voice taking on that familiar rasp that Taraka once loved to laugh at. "You must understand, the only reason I kept it from you is because it doesn't matter anymore. It will never matter again, so why should it trouble what matters now?"

"This isn't about your past, Lee," Taraka said.

"Then what is it about?"

"The fact that you can chi-block!" Taraka yelled. "That's what this is about. The fact that you were able to take down a couple of Equalists by beating them at their own game, and the fact that you seemed to be astoundingly proficient at it."

All the fight seemed to leave Lee at once, and he looked down, ashamed.

Taraka deflated. This wasn't what she wanted. She wanted to pretend she hadn't seen, believe that there was a better explanation than what she feared to hear now.

"Lee... Please," she begged.

"I... I haven't used that skill since the Equalists rose," Lee said slowly. "Living in the Dragon Flats isn't easy, Taraka, especially for a non-bender who's educated enough to dress well but poor enough to walk around the bad part of town every night to get home. There were lessons—in secret, because can you imagine what the triads would do to people who had that kind of knowledge, to take bending away, even temporarily? I did what I had to do to survive."

Throughout his tirade, Taraka felt a shift. Relief, mixed with guilt, mixed with sadness, then the startling realization that she knew what an elaborate lie looked like. She'd told enough in her lifetime to know. So she pressed her lips to his, trying to convey understanding, an apology for misunderstanding him. It was her own elaborate lie, to counter his.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I didn't know. Let me help you," she continued. "If I can find a way to defend the non-bending populace in a way that doesn't involve a revolution, perhaps we'll find a more peaceful way to bring about that change Amon is so keen on. Tenzin is particularly eager to smooth out the city's troubles, the pacifist that he is, and I can swallow my pride and get his help if it means saving who we can."

Lee gave her an almost frighteningly serious look, and with the same gravity, lifted her hand and kissed her knuckles gratefully. "It would mean the world to me," Lee said, his rasping voice giving Taraka pause. She knew Lee's voice, of course, but it sounded familiar when he spoke this way, like it belonged to someone else. She would figure it out later, but for now, she had to focus on convincing him that she was on his side.

Even if it was clear to her, at this point, that he had never been on hers.


There was some ragtime playing on the radio when Taraka came to the gym. She watched as the three teens practiced on fluttering paper targets and nets, leaning against the wall and patiently waiting for them to finish.

It was the earthbender (Bolin, Taraka remembered from Korra's colorful stories) who spotted her first.

"Whoa, hey, guys! We got company!" he said loudly, and Korra was quick to drop her helmet, a huge grin on her face as she jogged over to greet her.

"Taraka! It's so good to see you! I didn't expect you to visit me here," she said, her good mood infectious. Korra nearly toppled her over with the enthusiasm of her hug, but released her quickly, apologizing. "Sorry, sorry! Sweaty."

Taraka chose not to comment that the sweat was much less of a problem than Korra's alarming physical strength, the hug making her feel like her lungs were being crushed.

"It's alright. I've had my fair share of hard workouts. So this is how the esteemed pro-bending Avatar spends her practices," Taraka observed.

"Yeah, well, with the finals in a few days, we've gotta be at our best. Especially with pretty-boy jerkface Tahno and his stupid Wolfbats," Korra said, bending an earth disk into a net to illustrate her point.

"So you need to step up your game?" Taraka said wryly.

"I have stepped up my game!"

"Oh really? Because I expected a lot more waterbending prowess from the Avatar who learned from masters," Taraka teased. Korra frowned.

"That bad, huh?"

"Not bad, but not too impressive, if you're looking to win," Taraka said.

"You didn't see her in the last match! She knocked out all three players in the last ten seconds, it was amazing!" Bolin interjected before sheepishly backing out. "Whoops, sorry. Don't wanna interrupt your, uh, important conversation. Because, you know, you're important and Korra's important and... yeah... sorry."

"Bolin, it's okay," Korra said, amused. "Taraka may be a Councilwoman but she's a friend, too. I talk to her about a ton of stuff."

"Ohhh! So um, do you talk about us, too?"

"Well I certainly hear a lot about how you keep the team together, working like a well-oiled machine," Taraka said brightly.

"She said that about me? You said that about me?" Bolin said, switching between Taraka and Korra while Mako approached, looking suspicious.

"And you must be Mako. Korra talks quite a bit about you as well. It's nice to meet you," Taraka greeted, holding back a snort when Korra's dark cheeks turned darker and quite a bit redder.

"Good to meet you as well," Mako said seriously. "I was there when you took down those triad thugs down on Hei Bai road years back. A lot of firebenders were pretty terrified of you after that."

"Really now? Well as long as you weren't running around with gangs, you were safe," Taraka said lightheartedly. Immediately, Bolin coughed more times than could be considered realistic, and then changed the subject rapidly enough for Taraka to figure out another fact about the brothers who'd made friends with the Avatar.

"So, um, if you need Korra for some, some important Council business or Avatar stuff, me and Mako could head out?"

"Not at all," Taraka said. "I'd love to see how you pro-benders do your thing. Especially you, Korra."

"Oh. Well, we could do a demonstration. Right, Mako?"

"Right, of course," Mako said flippantly. Taraka laughed inwardly. No wonder Korra favored this one. Cool as ice with a show of measured indifference, with the added bonus of being good-looking, he was clearly a heartbreaker.

After their show of practice-level prowess, Taraka clapped Korra on the shoulder and said, "Impressive. Your power may need work, though."

"What're you talking about? Her power was great," Mako defended.

"It was great, yes, but Korra's got a lot of untapped potential," Taraka replied. She smiled at Korra. "You proved it in your last match, didn't you? A little more momentum and your water blasts could really make a difference."

"Really?"

"Yes." Then, as an afterthought, Taraka added, "Let me show you."

Stepping into the space Korra vacated a good distance from the painted straw target, Taraka brought up enough water to circle her. It only took a few seconds of knife-sharp focus for it to reach alarming speeds, and with an extended arm to guide it and a harsh flick of her wrist, it shot towards the target with so much power that it ripped a hole through the center of the fabric and practically flipped the whole thing over with the force of the blow.

When she looked back at the teens, their faces were plastered with looks of shock and awe.

"How did you... that was amazing, Taraka!" Korra said.

"You practically destroyed it!" Bolin said triumphantly.

"I'll pay for damages," Taraka said automatically.

"You have got to teach me that move!" Korra said.

"It was kind of like what you did, Korra, only like, faster and more violent," Bolin said cheerfully.

"I'll be glad to show you the motions for it," Taraka said. And she was, indeed, glad. She came to take her mind off things, and this was the perfect distraction.

She spent the next half hour guiding Korra through the stances, then telling her, over and over again, to concentrate on the water as an extension of herself, and to not let her concentration fail for a moment.

Korra was good at the physical stuff, but concentrating didn't seem to be her strongest suit. Still, at the end of it all, she was able to knock the target down quicker than she was used to, and thanked Taraka with another bone-crushing hug.

At the end of the day, when Korra was preparing to return to Air Temple Island, she kept glancing to Taraka, an internal debate that amused Taraka for only so long before she finally sighed. "What is it, Korra?"

"Well, you're better now, right? I mean, after what happened with the party a couple of days ago... Tenzin told me to let you get better..."

"Tell Tenzin I appreciate his concern for my welfare," Taraka said, amused, "but yes, I am feeling much better. As disconcerting as it is, chi-blocking is temporary and I feel just as strong as I always do with my bending."

"That's great!" Korra said. "Um, there was something else, too. The papers, they said that you had a date to the party, and I remember when you told me about your whole secret relationship thing, and I figure the guy nobody seemed to know about was the guy you're with? So I wanted to get your advice, since you obviously know more about this stuff than I do."

"You want relationship advice from me?" Taraka said. "But what about Tenzin, or Pema? They have a lovely little marriage with three kids, going on four. Don't you think they're a better reference point than me and my clandestine affairs?"

"Well it's not like I'm looking for tips on how to stay married," Korra said, smirking. "Just... how do you make a relationship work? I mean, if it's new and uncertain? How do you know you won't screw it up?"

Taraka frowned. Thinking about it now, she definitely wasn't the one to ask about how not to screw a relationship up.

"You don't know," Taraka said honestly. "And a lot of the things that could go wrong probably will at some point."

Korra deflated. "Then why bother?" she wondered aloud.

Taraka smiled bitterly. "Because the feeling you get when you're looking at the one you love, knowing that he loves you... It's addicting. Not something you can let go once you've got it."

Korra nodded with the understanding of somebody who had yet to experience what was described to her, but who hoped she would one day.

"What's he like?" she asked curiously.

Taraka rubbed her chin thoughtfully.

"He's sweet, and kind. He has a strong sense of justice. Handsome. Loving. Skilled and strong," Taraka said. All these, and a liar, an Equalist, she thought. An Equalist who loves me.

"He does what he believes is right. Even if it means putting himself in danger to protect people. I couldn't have asked for a better man."

"I wish you luck with him," Korra said genuinely.

So do I, Taraka thought bitterly—though significantly less bitter than she felt before.

She made a decision as she walked out the door, saying goodbye to Korra and feeling like a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. She knew what she had to do. She just needed time.

Time, which was lost to her the day the Equalists attacked the pro-bending arena.
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8. Author's Note (and additional chapters)
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I'm not sure when my next update will be since I'm not as big on LoK anymore, but I'll try to get one up since I'm still receiving such great reviews!

You can find the story here on the archiveofourown site: /works/2362697

You can still comment and even download it without an account, but if you get an AO3 account you can also subscribe to the story (the AO3 equivalent of 's Follow) so you'll get updates in case I post a new chapter.

I prefer AO3 for many reasons, but mostly for how much easier it is to post and read fics there. Hope you guys will be okay with my moving there.

And thank you so much for your support! Here is a snippet of the new chapter (which is chapter 12 and chapter 13 on the AO3 site)


Taraka was feeling, quite frankly, like shit.

Waking up to vomiting into the toilet certainly didn't help her mood.

The last week, she'd spent in the office with Lee, the two of them trading perspectives as a bender and non-bender, a woman in a position of power and a man who counted himself among the community of Republic City's marginalized.

She knew Tenzin would eat these ideas right up. Ever the pacifist, he was looking for a peaceful way to quell the non-benders' anger.

She also knew that by now, her 'revelation' about Lee's apparent Equalist nature was irrelevant. If she could save Republic City by showing her support for non-benders and discrediting Amon's terrorism, she'd finally achieve what she'd been striving for for over a decade.

Lee wasn't a violent man. He was simply desperate. Pushed, as with the rest of the non-bending civilians, to join the one man who'd spoken out for them. Their loyalty was misplaced, but not entirely unreasonable. Once Taraka cut the head off of the Equalist movement, once she defeated Amon, she might find a future with the man she loved, finally.

Yes, she loved him. She wanted a future with him. If that meant compromises, she'd make them.

Although admittedly, it was difficult to think of her rose-tinted future when she was hacking up her empty stomach so early in the morning.

"And you're sure you didn't eat any bad seafood yesterday?"

"I'm sure," Taraka said irritably. "If I had, wouldn't I have vomited it out the night before, when it was still in my stomach, and not now when it's already gone through me? Some healer you are."

"Oh don't you get hissy with me, young lady," the old healer scolded.

"I'm thirty-six."

"Yes, and in the pink. Perfectly healthy, even more so than most women your age. I don't understand why you would be experiencing such—wait!"

Taraka jumped. "What? What is it?"

"Have you had relations lately?" the healer demanded, and Taraka's heart skipped a beat, her throat drying almost immediately.
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