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1. Chapter 1


A/N: M for strong sexual themes and language. Korra is aged 18 years in this story and is capable of providing consent. Please read and review. Pardon my typos. I am the only one writing or proofreading and, like you all, am imperfect. Thank you.

A Terrible Synergy

Chapter 1

"Sorry Naga," the teenage girl informed her polar bear-dog, "It looks like we have to go find food somewhere else. I'm sure we could! This city is huge!" she ended optimistically throwing one of her arms into the air.

He looked up from his book. A girl caught his eye. She stood next to a large animal, which he later realized to be a polar bear-dog. The poor girl had just been told off by a food vender. He should've laughed at the sight, but he didn't. Her body was trim and toned showing off in the summer sun and he couldn't help but stare. The girl was very pretty and he sipped his tea slowly taking pleasure in observing her from a far. Something about the girl moved him and he hadn't noticed when got up to go over and meet her. His old, dog-eared novel and half drank tea were quickly forgotten.

He paced behind her for a moments enjoying both her and the warm summer weather. She had wondered into the public park. His hands slipped in to his pockets as he walked with well-practiced precision despite his unassuming appearance. It was clear to him that she was right off the boat. Everything about her shouted outsider to him from the way she dressed to the near brawl she almost had with the food vender. He could tell that she was nothing at all like the city women he was accustomed to. No female here would address a polar bear dog with such warmth. It was a fascinating and a rather pleasant spectacle to see. She wore no fine silks or designer brands. Her clothing spoke of a humble origin deep and rich in the heritage of the water tribe. An old pelt hung from the swell of her hips while animal hide boots covered her soles. He wondered how old she was. He could tell she was young, probably no older than eighteen. He shrugged and exhaled, an easy target nonetheless.

"Look Naga, a lake. There's probably fish in there to eat!"

He chuckled softly from behind and the girl turned at the sound of his low laughter. "What are you laughing at?" she snapped a bit harshly. A piece of the city attitude must have brushed off on her. After all, the people here weren't always known for their friendliness.

"Oh, my apologizes," he attempted to smile. The edges of his face became softer as he realized how attractive her face was, "I wasn't laughing at you," he lied. She appeared to be an oblivious little girl, prefect, he thought, yet her eyes remained unconvinced.

She huffed and rolled her eyes. With a single sharp movement, her hands grabbed her dog's collar and began to direct her dog toward the lake. She spoke over her shoulder, "Look, buddy, go bother someone else, I really don't need this right now. I've had a long day." The words themselves would have come from a defeated individual, but they didn't sound defeated at all. The words held a bite to them that he did not expect and, instead of driving him off, the feistiness only resulted in peaking his interest further. He stepped closer.

With his hands in his pockets, he watched her take off her boots and roll up her pants. She froze at the sound of his voice, "I wouldn't be eating that fish if I were you. It's against the law to fish her," he stated coolly. She lifted her gaze to meet his eyes. For a moment, she felt caught in the depths of his blue eyes as if she could catch a glimpse of something deep locked within them, but as suddenly as the connection happened she was cast out. The man closed his eyes and shrugged as if he never gave a damn about anything in his life, "And besides why go wading around in mud? There are plenty fish markets around here to buy from." She only huffed again, still irritated, and turned away from him and back toward her dog without a word. He just sounded like some pompous asshole to her.

He could sense this and attempted to vindicate himself. He put his hands up in a peace offering, "I'm really not trying to ruin your day," he felt like a babbling idiot. He didn't give a damn if she broke the law and caught every fish in this lake. He just wanted her to respond to him, "I'm simply trying to help you out."

She stood stock still for a moment then, suddenly, craned her neck around, "Do I look like I need help to you?" He wanted to respond with a 'yes' but the way her eyes shot daggers stopped him from doing so. "Because I am perfectly fine on my own."

"Of course," he offered meekly, "I apologize for offending you."

Her cold stare weakened and her shoulders drooped from there tense position. He could tell that she felt guilty, "Sorry. I'm just tired and hungry. I don't have money to buy fish to eat so I'm settling for this. I do appreciate your concern, but I can handle myself." Her tone was still curt and clipped. She was still trying to get rid of him, but he won't surrender that easily.

She wanted him to give up and walk away. She was fine on her own before and his presence was making her uneasy. For one, with no pun intended, it was a fishy situation. Obviously, this man could tell she was not from around here and thought she was a crazy, dumb foreigner. She had yet to meet a city dweller, of their own volition, that wanted to help her. Maybe that's why she was hesitant to trust this man. On top of that, she had never dealt with so many new and different people before in her life, and many of her interactions today were negative. She felt a little burnt out and, at the moment, the idea of staying by the side of her polar-bear dog was much more appealing than that of stranger's.

"Geez, what do you want?" She clutched the fur of her dog firmly. She could feel her cheeks burning as the man continued to stare at her. She was embarrassed, she knew she was making an ass of herself.

"I would like to buy you lunch," his lips curled upward, "fortunate for you, I got paid yesterday," he shrugged his shoulders indifferently, "And I haven't the faintest idea what to do with the money. I guess I could buy you some refreshment, no? It's quite hot out here and I could use a drink," he half-turned the other way, almost tempting her to take action of some sort.

She didn't know if she should trust him, but as far as she could tell both his words and his demeanor emanated feelings of genuine kindness. He could see her eyebrow arch out of visible skepticism, but the creeping blush did not leave her face, "Are you asking me out on date?" she blurted out. Her blush darkened and reached all the way down her neck.

He laughed deeply and smiled. She was cute, "Sure, if you want to call it that," he walked up beside her. He was so smooth. She didn't get it. Everything rolled off of him like it was water. He looked like a man who could be no older than thirty years of age yet emanated a persona of wise intellectual with immeasurable life experience. He was a mystery to her.

"So your answer?" his eyes were the clearest color of deep blue that she had ever seen in her life. He was certain he had her under his spell, yet her face still expressed the remainder of her previous doubt.

"You would have to feed my friend here," she finally relented, her hands resting on her dog's head, "If that's alright with you."

"Not a problem. I know a nice place not far from here," he responded with a small grin. She sure looked like she would be good in bed. He hadn't tried to charm a woman in a while and how he loved to dominate them. To make them think that they needed him, make them scream with want. It took the edge off from his work. They were moments where he could allow himself to lose control, to dull his senses in a transitory tide of lust. The last time was almost eight months ago, surely this would grant him a much needed boost until the Avatar's arrival.

She walked beside him with her pet following close behind. Periodically, she would glance up at him. She finally decided that he was a handsome man. She enjoyed the way his strong chin curved into his neck and how his nose dipped into his lips. His features seemed familiar: he resembled some of the male villagers in her tribe. It almost gave her comfort. He wore a sleeveless, white shirt with a pair of black trousers held up by worn leather suspenders. It was an austere look that didn't lead much to the imagination, but she wasn't complaining. She was just fine with watching his muscled arms flex and relax with every step he took.

"May I ask you your name?" he inquired formally, looking down at her from the side.

"Korra," she answered realizing how tall he was by the need of tilting her head upwards to meet his eyes, "And yours?"

"You can call me Noatak," his hands remained stationed in his pockets. It was a strange feeling that enveloped him. He hadn't uttered his true name in a years but something compelled himself to use it.

"That name… that name is water tribe isn't it?"

Hmm, clever girl, he mused, "I suppose it is, but I couldn't tell you. I was given the name from the rundown orphanage I grew up in," he spoke wistfully crafting a prefect, little lie, "I'm assuming that you are from one of the of poles, considering that you walk around with a polar bear-dog who doesn't bite your head off and just recently made an eager effort to fish in a public park lake," he chided jokingly, his deep baritone retracted into a soft chuckle.

"Yes, how'd you guess?" she gasped sarcastically, "The South Pole if you really are that curious." She felt a bit of her nervousness wash away.

Korra was exhausted from the day. Traveling to Air Temple Island has turned out to be more difficult than she had originally planned. It has become a whole journey to the end of the earth to make it to the Air Temple. The sad part was, it only had been a few hours since she exited the cargo ship and she was nearing her breaking point. Korra wasn't used to the pace of the city or the sharp personality that came with it. She won't admit it, but she was thankful for this stranger's friendliness and kind concern.

"You grew up in an orphanage?" she questioned as they rounded the closest corner where a radio and telephone store took residence. Resting in the shop's large bay windows were the largest collection of radios and telephones that Korra ever saw in her life. She always believed that people were living lives of extravagance and luxury in the city. At least that's what she was told growing up in the compound. Her white lotus caretakers were always reminding her of city's unprecedented period of wealth and prosperity. The success of the city always seemed to be at the forefront of her teachers' minds when they educated her on world affairs. The store alone was proof enough to her of the bustling economy, but she felt empty looking at merchandise in the windows. Her heart was never for material things.

"Yes, I did," he paused and generated a distant look in his eyes, "At least as long as I can remember," it was partly true, he didn't desire to remember any of his childhood, "I was dropped off on the front step at three or four years old. I never knew my mother, or my father, or even if I had a brother or sister."

"Well, I'm sorry…" the girl trailed off uncertain of what to say. It reminded her of her family when she was taken away, "I always thought people here were living it up."

"No need to apologize," he felt no remorse for lying. He did it every day, her face brightened up the instant he reassured her as if his tiny comfort confirmed every doubt that she had. He could feel his heart wince at the sight of her innocent face, "You have much to learn. The city here is not what you make it out to be," he grew uncomfortable as she looked up at him with gratitude and respect. He turned away as he opened the door, "We're here," he exhaled trying to regain his earlier composure.

They found a small table outside and waited for their meals to arrive. He made sure that they sat. Thankfully, the street was quiet. There weren't many cars or people roaming around in the later, hotter hours of the afternoon.

"So what do you do?" Korra inquired as she combed through her relaxing dog's fur.

"I do many things," he replied a bit elusively fingering the soft fabric of his napkin and the chilled surface of his beer.

"Well, that isn't vague at all," she laughed. He could tell that she was much more relaxed now, which pleased him, "Like what kind of things?"

"I direct things. Coordinate," he did not want to give away any more. At least he was honest during one part of the conversation despite the fact that it wasn't the full truth, yet he felt uncomfortable about it. He gave this girl more of the truth than he had to anyone else before.

"Like concerts?"

He almost spit out his beer from stumbling over and laughing but was successful in restraining himself, "Do I strike you as the musical type?" Unknowingly, the question released an offended spike of tone.

"I don't know," she raised her hands up defensively, which Naga didn't like, "you really haven't been giving me a lot of information, Mr. Elusive," she countered a bit childishly, briefly showing her immature nature. He had almost forgotten how young she was.

"I organize political parties, public events," he added but would not delve any deeper for he was giving away too much already, "I write and read in my free time."

"I could tell you were a thinker, a theorist. It's your voice, the way you talk," she liked the way he talked. In a sense, it calmed her and brought comfort to her once overwhelmed mind. She couldn't explain why though, "I guess you remind me of some of my teachers. You seem very put together and sure of yourself."

He was surprised by her accurate judgement, and she was surprising him a lot lately. Suddenly was inclined to learn more about her instead of just enticing her into his bed. Most of the girls he lured with his charisma were young and easy, however, the girl who was sitting in front of him was different. She was much more complex than he initially believed and held a captivating appeal like no one he had ever met before. It was hard to explain and she was supplying him plenty of difficulty to decipher.

"And how do you spent your time, Korra?" her name rolled off his tongue in one sweet sound. His mind grew less heavy with thought and became more focused on her.

She looked up, "I train mostly, both in bending and school."

He kept his disappointment hidden, "So, that's why you traveled up here? You're coming to study at one of the universities?" He absolutely despised the universities in the city. They were subjective toward the bending elite only allowing a selective few nonbenders to join their ranks. Education was important. Education could change the world. The use of a life lived in ignorance disgusted him, and a nonbender's life lived in ignorance infuriated him. The education gap only contributed more to the impending crisis between the two groups. Hopefully his troops would be ready in time because he could feel it getting closer, the wave of change, like an ache of an old wound before a storm.

"Well, no not exactly," she stopped combing through her dog's coat and gazed at him with a somewhat guilty expression, "I haven't really told you who I am." Neither have I, he thought simultaneously, "I'm the Avatar. I came here to study airbending with Councilman Tenzin."

His eyes went wide for a brief second but not another second longer. Sitting in front of him was the Avatar. He couldn't believe it and made an effort to keep his jaw from dropping to the ground out disbelief. No wonder she kept surprising him. She wasn't normal after all! "Ah, the Avatar," he stated casually as if it meant nothing to him. What were the chances that she would be the one sitting across the table? The very person who destroyed his life even before he was born. She had arrived early, earlier then he had planned for. A sudden wave of distress washed over him, and he desired to excuse himself from the table.

He had resented the Avatar since his childhood. Even the mentioning of the word 'Avatar' left a bitter taste in his mouth. He did not want to know her as a person. She was only to be viewed as a final installment to his plans but now she had manifested herself in flesh and bone and human emotion. He calmed himself. Maybe this was an auspicious omen. Maybe he was meant to gain something from this. He took a deep breath.

"You seemed unimpressed," she stated with a hidden disappointment, she was the Avatar but also a teenage girl. A teenage girl, that's all the she was.

"No, no," he cajoled in a voice that made women's knees go weak, "quite the contrary. A part of me is surprised but it explains everything," he finished ambiguously trying to catch her in his trap.

"Like what?"

"Well, I could tell that you were different the instant I saw you. I don't know, perhaps it was the way you walked or held yourself," he lied once more, no it was your body that caught my eye, he thought. He always appreciated a toned and well-built body underneath his, "You are attractive," he spoke frankly now, "beautiful," he wasn't fabricating hot air but truth. She was a stunning young girl, and that was why he needed to be careful.

"Oh really?" she breathed pulling her hand up to her face as if to protect it from his intense gaze. She had never heard those words spoken about her or in that kind of way that pertained to her physical appearance. Maybe it was uttered once or twice from her father or mother when she visited them but never from an unacquainted boy or man. The compliments about her were generally always associated with her athleticism or intelligence. She found that she liked being called beautiful. It made her feel like something she thought she could never be. He could see the effect of his words on her, how her face contorted into an undefinable emotion of discomfiture and awe. It was as if he had revealed to her a whole another world below their feet and her cheeks flushed red with awkwardness. She was undoubtedly a teenage girl and now he had her eating from his hands, or so he believed.

A long stretch of silence followed while she actively avoided his eye contact. He was willing to talk but Korra stopped any of his attempts to initiate a conversation by her sudden reticence. Fortunately, their meal arrived to break up the awkward moment giving them a distraction. Noatak dined on some dumplings while the Avatar indulged on a bowl of noodles. As he ate, he wondered why he was still there. He should have left the instant she had revealed her identity to him. He did not want to mix his work with his leisure for there was the high possibility of complicated problems he did not want to deal with emerging from the folds. He needed to remain focused in order to see out his premeditated revolution step by grueling step without distraction. Essentially, she would be the only thing standing in his way, and he was still sitting here with her!

"Are you finished?" the girl spoke shyly contrasting her earlier callous demeanor the first time they met. Korra was pointing out how he was rolling a lone dumpling around the edge of his plate with his chopsticks.

"I believe I am," he dropped his chopsticks and looked to the sky. The sun was much lower on the horizon now. He determined he had an hour until he needed to return to his apartment.

"I have to thank you for the compliment you gave me before," she paused looking as if she wanted to continue but couldn't. Her eyes were held down toward the table. Ever since that compliment she has acted timid, which was nothing like the girl he had met before. He couldn't rub off his desire to make her more comfortable. With great care, he reached out toward her hand. He placed it over hers and gave it a reassuring squeeze, "You are quite welcome," he spoke with gentle ease. He didn't know why he was doing this. Even for the terrible person he was, he just couldn't take a girl down like this. He knew he shouldn't make her human, but she was infectious. A smile finally graced her face again. It was an imperfect smile, small and crooked, but he would've done anything to see it for a moment longer. They held each other's gaze for a while, and he really looked at her eyes for the first time. They were a crystal blue, a color more beautiful than the tropical waters that surrounded Whale Tail Island.

"I'm sorry about how I've been acting. It's just that no one has ever said anything like that to me before." The girl looked so vulnerable in that moment. If he had known that calling her beautiful was all that was needed to make her crumble he would have said it much earlier, yet couldn't find it in himself to believe that. It was strange, she put him in a place of power when she bore her soul like this yet he was the one left reeling.

"That's surprising," he answered quickly and honestly, "People are blind these days," he scoffed lightly but still meaning it, "You're not only the Avatar, you know." The words left his mouth before he could stop himself. He was digging himself into a deep hole. Where the hell were these thoughts coming from? He needed to leave.

"Can I ask you something?"

He was taken from his thoughts, "Sure," he wasn't exactly going to answer it.

"How old are you?"

The question struck him as odd, no one had really requested his age before and it always seemed a useless number anyway. Then he realized the possible implications of the question. He could see a suppressed longing in the recesses of her crystal eyes, "I believe I turned thirty last year," he did not want to discourage her from his actual age of forty but mentally berated himself by leading her on. He knew he didn't look like a day over thirty anyway and she damn well wanted to jump his bones, didn't she? Maybe he was just getting too far ahead of himself. Maybe all he had really been wanting was to fuck her this entire time. That's why he was so antsy, that's why he wanted to comfort her so bad. It was all just one big bad idea. "I'm guessing you're eighteen since that was how long ago Avatar Aang passed."

She nodded confirming his deduction, "Hmm… It's a little of morbid to have your birthday on day that your processor died."

"Indeed, but you must remember that you can't have life without death." His father came to mind.

-0-

Noatak paid the bill and exited the small café to meet Korra outside once more, "This is where we leave each other," he bowed respectfully, "It was a pleasure, Avatar Korra."

"Thank you for the food, but when will we see each other again? I mean it would be a shame to let a friendship like this go to waste. After all, you are the first friend that I have made in this city."

Friendship. He didn't do friendship and couldn't think of a real one he had since the kids he used to play with in the North Pole. He shifted his weight form one foot to the other, "I don't know when you will see me next. I am afraid that I am a very busy man. You will probably spot me in park reading. Don't hesitate to wave me down to say 'hello'," he spoke the last sentence with reluctance, "The Air temple is just beyond those two buildings," he pointed finishing by tucking his hands back into the comfort of his pockets. He dipped his head in a false respect, "Goodbye," Noatak turned and paced down the street making out the girl's loud adieu.

He didn't know how to feel at the moment and couldn't discern the sensation that bloomed in his chest, whether it was a feeling of warmth or an oncoming discomfort. To his displeasure, Noatak couldn't keep his mind off of her. He attempted to think about other, more important things but they always returned to the thought of her. Making his way to the alley where he kept an extra pair of Amon's clothing, he dressed himself and left to go finish his work. Korra was much the same in the sense that she couldn't rid herself of his image or the unwavering feeling his deep voice imprinted upon her mind.










2. Chapter 2


A/N: I don't even want to explain why this update is so late. Please enjoy and if you do have time please write your thoughts in a review. AMORRA LIVES ON.

A Terrible Synergy

Chapter 2

"Noatak?"

He felt the tendons in his jaw contract the instant his ears picked up on her voice. He turned, albeit reluctantly. He could determine from her appearance that she came from the probending arena, most likely from practice with her new team, the Fire Ferrets.

"Good Evening, Avatar," he tipped his head in acknowledgement and started to walk in the opposite direction. He was at least a hundred meters from where she stood.

"Hey!" she yelled, a desperate shrill thick in her voice, "Where are you going?" she gripped her bag tighter shouting louder, "Hold up you, moron!" He couldn't believe how utterly absurd she was, flailing around like that in order to gain his attention. Obviously, she didn't care about what others perceived of her or she simply was just as unreasonable as she made herself out to be. Making a fool out of herself or not, it seemed that city has fallen into step with the Avatar. Her face was a ubiquitous sight. It was plastered on the front page of every magazine and newspaper headliner. It was mildly irritating how the media was so desperate to cling onto something even if it was just an unexperienced, teenaged Avatar in-training. Nevertheless, He had to keep tabs on her. He couldn't let his guard down just because she was a teenager. The publicity she generally received were superficial articles about her and what she would do for the city in the future. He recalled that only one interview was taken by the Avatar because her master would only allow one. Master Tenzin didn't want his precious student's learning environment corrupted by the influences of the city, the most toxic of them being the press. He remembered reading that interview on her. It was brief, only a couple of questions and her answers were short and clipped as if she was told beforehand not to talk too long.

What will you do for this city, Avatar Korra?

I will restore balance. 

"Hey! Wait up!" He heard her yelling from behind. She was still a considerable distance away and his long, graceful strides weren't helping her in the least to catch up.

He could sense her position was about to be equal with his so he stopped short forcing her to over step him. He could feel her pulse through his refined sensibilities. It was strong and youthful. He looked down at her with smug amusement as he subconsciously clasped his hands behind his back. He stood stock still waiting for what she had to say, his expression defined by its normal indifference as he watched her catch her breath.

"What was that about?" she gasped both weary from her practice and exasperated from his little stunt. The waterbender was bent over with her hands cupping her knees.

"I was simply walking home," he stated blithely, "I didn't know you wanted to stop and chat," his words were like acid on his tongue trying to decay his feigned smile.

"Well, yeah," she brushed a few loose strands of hair from her face, "I haven't seen you in weeks. Where have you been?"

"Working, sleeping, then working some more. My professional life tends to be all consuming," he answered honestly but without warmth. His voice sounded lower than usual.

"Alright, so you've been away but what was that all about?" the Avatar stuck her hand out irritably syncing her actions with her words, "You saw me walking over here towards you but then you walked in the total opposite direction and you're talking to me like I am an idiot… Spirits! Do you have a stick up your ass or something?" Apparently, the Avatar was not happy with him.

Her words contained a palpable sting but, to her displeasure, his expression maintained its unaffected look. "I don't have time to be running around with teenage girls," he retorted bitterly, his face was stone, "I'm a professional man."

Unsurprising to him, the comment instantly invoked an impulsive and reckless reaction from the Avatar. Her spine shot up straight in a split second as her exhaustion disappeared with a sudden burst of vitality. He smiled inwardly at the sight of her: eye burrows furrowed and arms crossed in a defensive manner. Noatak could get under her skin in a matter of seconds but she could barely lay a scratch on his tough exterior. He could see her bruised pride in the outline of her face, and the color of her eyes seemed to grow darker as if to indicate her shift in mood, "I remember you to be a nice guy, and here I was going to repay you for that meal you treated me to," she motioned to leave.

"Korra," her name immediately caught her attention despite her need to ignore him and walk away like she should have. Her head turned up to look at him; it was the way he said her name, how it left his lips as a warm informality with no title that caught her attention, "Don't be so naïve. People lie."

Korra was not prepared for his simple and overwhelmingly cynical statement but, rather, for something more profound and insightful. Bewilderment suddenly replaced her unhappiness and she crossed her arms defensively again, "And what's that's supposed to mean?"

He pivoted on his heels with unnatural swiftness, tucking his hands that were stationed behind his back smoothly into his pockets, "Whatever you want it too," he responded mockingly with his back to her. He paced a few steps away to the railing of the dock. Below the bay curled up against the shore, the waves almost licking the tips of his boots. He angled his torso forward resting his forearms on the metal bar. A breeze brushed pass his shoulder blades ruffling his hair slightly. She hadn't moved since, heart rate slowed. He held his hands together idly watching the sun recede into the cover of the horizon. The whole goal of his petulant demeanor was to rid himself of her presence; however, the Avatar would not cease her endeavors. Much like he was when he first met her.

Suddenly, he felt her hand on his shoulder and how he wanted to swat it away like the annoying insect she was but her voice thwarted any more of his hostile thoughts. It was soft and innocent, "It's just me, Noatak," her tone was so soothing to the point that he couldn't determine whether it was the same person behind him. There was no strand of hostility laced in her speech just pure concern for another human being. He made a strong effort to stop the guilt from congregating in his chest as he realized his earlier behavior was not proper towards a woman, or any person for that matter. He didn't understand his mixed emotions at all. He could feel his hands shaking.

"I don't follow your comment about disloyalty, but I haven't committed any crime here. It's just me, Korra, not just the Avatar… And you're Noatak, not just a big shot professional. We can talk like normal human beings or if you want to talk like stiff guys in suits I'm fine for an intellectual conversation," she moved to the space beside him with her back against the rail so she had a clear shot of his face. She almost forgotten how handsome he was and she felt her heart flutter the way when she first met Mako a week and a half ago.

There was silence for a long moment as both let stillness bring peace to their minds. The Avatar noticed his back raising to release a heavy sigh, "My sincere apologies, Avatar Korra. Life just seems to get ahead of me sometimes. I have been unfair to you." Wow, what an ironic statement he thought.

He was surprised by her quick pardon, "It's okay. I can vouch for that. I get caught up in everything especially since I'm not used to a place like this."

They stood their talking to one other for a good amount of time. It was almost pleasant to have a simple conversation. He didn't want to admit that was enjoying it and, in the end, almost forgot who he was talking to. The tension he had felt before lessened.

"See that tree right there," he pointed out in front of him and the darkening outline of a tree could be found. It was growing in the water yet remained close to the shoreline.

"Yeah, I do. What about it?"

"It's a Red Mangrove common to Ember Island," he stated, "It's a miracle that it's even surviving in a temporal climate like this. It's a misfit among its peers." He could sympathize with that unfortunate plant. He too stemmed from the tree of unconventional idiosyncrasy and did not belong among his peers.

"I didn't know that. Trees were always trees to me since I grew on a plane of ice and packed snow. You seem to know a lot about everything," she laughed, duly intrigued.

"I suppose I do," he mumbled as the last of the sun dipped below the visible surface. The two remained motionless in the darkness listening to other's breath. He couldn't comprehend his impulse to reach for her even though he knew exactly where she stood; he couldn't disregard the feeling of uncertainty in his mind. He could still hear her heart beat thudding in his ears as the streetlights started to produce light. They hadn't realized that they were looking at one another the entire time until the light flooded in; he could feel her heart rate spike as they both turned away.

"I should really get going," she spoke, the sodium light framed her face in a yellow, godlike glow, "I have to attend Councilman's Tarrlok's Gala in a few hours." He already knew about the gathering and the councilman's goal of persuading the Avatar to join his task force. He stood no threat to him or his plans. Maybe he would be successful in weeding out bits and pieces of his equalist group, but he could never take down entirety of it. His men were too well trained, his intelligence systems too complex, and his image too powerful for any one group to conquer. The only person powerful enough was the Avatar.

"Ah, Councilman Tarrlok," he spoke inaudibly. His eyes were distant as he examined the dark waters of the bay. He looked as if were searching for something that had been lost a long time ago.

"Shouldn't you be going to a party like this? I mean you told me that you're a coordinator or something," she asked.

He wanted to cruse himself. He had exposed too much about who he was, "Yes, I used to work with politicians and officials, but I'm afraid that I'm more of an information broker these days. There is a lot going on in this city," he lied attempting to cover up the damage he made, "I am not the type to attend insignificant parties like this one. It just wastes resources and time."

"I agree with you," she smiled, "If I cared about it in the least, I would have probably punched you because it's held in my honor."

"Of course it is. You are one of the most valuable assets an individual can have to their cause. Tarrlok would certainly love for you to take down the Equalist threat with his ragtag group of hooligans. By all means I think a war much needed to change the myopic mindset of this godforsaken city," he suddenly roared not caring if he spoke out.

"So you know about all this conflict?"

"Sure I do. I thought we have already established that I know everything," he joked contrasting his previous coldhearted statement, "What would you like to know?" He was curious what she would ask him.

"Do you know anything about Amon?" she spoke as if she were afraid something horrible would happen if she uttered his name.

The feeling of victory washed over him. He had successfully invaded her mind with his seeds of fear and they had blossomed fruitfully. He could feel her clinging onto his every word, and, at that moment, he held the all power to take advantage of her, "Yes, what about him?"

"Do you know where he came from? Do you know what he can do?"

"Don't be silly. Everyone knows what he's capable of even if you just believe they're rumors. I've heard that he can take bending away."

She nodded, "I saw him do it. I went to one of his rallies on the east side," she paused, "He said that he received the power from the spirits and that it was his duty to correct the world by eradicating bending. He said that I had failed the world," her hands tightened around the metal railing almost violently making her knuckles go white, "but how can he say that? Who hell does he think he is?"

The spark was back in her eyes again. He watched her intently and found that he had nothing to say. Her head turned up towards him, "Do you know where he came from?" she questioned again. Smart of her to get to know the enemy.

"He came from a rural part of the Earth Kingdom. I don't remember the name it, but he grew up in a tiny village where he lived and worked on a farm with his family. They were very poor and they could not afford to own their own property or house so they worked as sharecroppers, which are tenant farmers that give up part of their crop for rent, on a large stretch of land owned by a wealthy earthbender. There were multiple families there other than their own, all of them being nonbenders. And being nonbenders, they were poorest of poor and were the scum of the earth in society's eye, but they found a deep and rich community and sense of comradery and happiness among themselves. It's said that he and his family were happy for some time. Then one year, a terrible drought racked the country and killed almost all crops. The landlord needed to make up lost profit, so he hired fire nation mercenaries and disposed of Amon's family, quickly selling their part of the property away to a wealthy buyer. The landlord didn't need to kill his family. He could have let them go and starve on the streets, but he didn't. He ordered them all to death, but what he didn't know was that the firebenders left the eldest son out of the four alive by the begging of his father. It's said that the mercenaries made him watch as they cut his family members down one by one in front of him, and later burned his face to an unrecognizable condition because they did not want to be reprimanded by their boss for letting a rotting nonbender live. The eldest boy became Amon and if it wasn't for that earthbender's hatred, maybe he and the equalists wouldn't exist. The firebenders could've just killed him too," he paused, "but they were taking their anger out from the hundred year war. You see, they used to be Fire Nation soldiers. They thought that they should be treated as heroes, yet they were being persecuted by their own country for their war crimes and were trapped in hiding. I guess they took their frustrations out on him because his country was the cause. They wanted to make him as scarred as the Fire Nation was," Noatak ended. It all was just a cruel lie. He had play the part. It was a believable, harrowing story.

Korra processed his story slowly. Her gaze set out on the black current of the bay. She pressed her lips in a thin line as she came to a conclusion, "How do you know so much about him?"

"It's my business to know these things," he answered causally trying to brush off her suspicion. The Avatar became quiet again. She was thinking about something, and it bothered him that he didn't know what it was. It was getting late and darker with every minute that passed.

"Korra, you should stay away from him. He's dangerous."

He watched in slight enjoyment as her face shrank in distress. Suddenly, he thought it sickening that he felt joy in her fear. He didn't understand himself. She made an effort to conceal her anxiety but it was abundant in her expression swirling around in the blueness of her eyes, "Okay…" the waterbender started but stopped unable to find her words, "Do you know anything else about him?"

"You look as if you saw a ghost," he pointed out bluntly, "I'm sure if you are cautious no harm will come to you," but you're not. Always brash and irrational; sure you'll rather protect your image than admit you're afraid he mused, "That's all the information I have about him."

As if on signal she stated, "I'm not afraid of him, you know."

It took every fiber in his body not to laugh, "Alright then, I'm sure that we will see great things from you, Avatar," he bowed humbly, "Good night and do enjoy that party for me."

The young woman remained there as he left, "I hope we see each other soon," it was as if fate itself was speaking.
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He watched her exit the arena in a flustered heap. He opted to return to his office to deal with more pressing matters but something akin to curiosity tugged at his head. Following her from a distance, he found her leaning against a pillar with her arms folded across her chest. The Avatar looked miserable and for some reason he thought he was the cause of it. The lowing sun soon receded into the background as the darkness settled around him. He could remember that look on her face in the film of dim light. It had to be weeks ago on her processor's island, her pupils small in the ocean of her blue eyes. She was utterly terrified yet she still looked up as if nothing could faze her. That spark, where could that possibly come from? That strength he so desired to crush. He told her that he had a plan, that he was saving her for last.

The Avatar stared blankly out into the dark waters as if she were a lost child in search of something she that couldn't quite imagine. He continued to observe her, and tried to look away but couldn't. She was so young, still practically a child. Even after months of residence in the city, she still needed assistance to navigate because of her lack of knowledge of the boroughs. A part of him wanted to show her the way, but his sharp denial of his feelings repudiated any of those heartwarming sentiments. His personal feelings toward her were a distraction to what he actually wanted, but as he looked across the path to where the Avatar stood he couldn't ignore the uncertainty in mind. Had he been thinking about her this whole time?

Only ten paces away from where she stood, he could just do it now, end it all. She wouldn't suspect a thing if he attacked her at this very moment. Just a simple blow to the base of the neck, she would be unconscious within seconds and her bending would be history, but would it make him feel any better? Didn't he want a stage, an audience to see she her falter and die at his own hands? She'd only become a martyr in the end. He closed his eyes pushing those thoughts away.

A few moments later a tall teenager appeared from the direction of the arena and Noatak's body instinctually took cover behind a near pillar. He was her teammate, Mako. The boy was well known in the city as an outstanding probender and captain of the Fire Ferrets. He had seen them play once during his wanderings of arena. From that singular observation he could suspect that the boy was powerful but no match for his abilities. His thoughts quieted as the firebender's voice picked up in a somewhat urgent tone.

"We need to talk. Look, sometimes you can be so infuriating. But I-"

"Save your breath. You've already made it clear how you feel about me."

"No, I haven't. What I'm trying to say is; as much as you drive me crazy, I also think you're pretty amazing." Noatak's eyes rolled into the back of his skull at the boy's sappy and nauseating confession.

"So you do like me?" Korra answered. His ears perked up at the sound of her voice. Her words were incredibly hopeful and happy as they left her lips. A sudden pain arose in his chest and he felt his fingers ball into tight fists. Slowly, he poked his head from the pillar. He would not let her procure happiness, but in the recess of his mind he knew something else lived. It was new and different but he could not discern what it was. He did not understand its nature.

"Yes, but, I like Asami, too. I don't know, things are complicated. I've been feeling really confused and-"

"Good Evening, Avatar Korra."

The couple both looked at him in an incredulous stare; he had caught them in the prefect moment, both were in each other's grasp, and the couple's motion toward each other's lips stopped abruptly.

"Noatak!" Korra squeaked a little ungracefully unlocking her hands from the firebender, "What are you doing here?" she stated as she awkwardly brushed imaginary dirt her parka, "I mean… aren't all the games over tonight?"

"I was taking a walk. I usually stroll by the arena," he answered walking over to where they were, not even paying the slightest attention to the firebender, "Did I interrupt something?" he inquired with false concern glancing toward the firebender. Dark, short locks framed the boy's face while brunt eyes augmented his brooding appearance. They shone of passion and of pain.

"Oh, no," Korra answered quickly, "We were just talking."

"He's your friend?" Mako asked curiously, his tone and expression were inscrutable to her.

"Acquaintance," the older man swiftly corrected, Korra glanced at him but he did not return the action, he stuck out his hand, "Noatak."

"Mako, nice to meet you," the firebender was only an inch or two shorter than the older man but Mako thought that he made himself present. He gripped the other man's hand in a strong hold to show that he meant business, but Noatak remained unmoved by Mako's blatant actions. He knew the dominance he held over the boy. Mako wasn't the only one with dark, menacing qualities and a mysterious past. The firebender was unable read his expressionless eyes as the taller man stared down at him; he could sense that something wasn't quite right. He looked like he was of Water Tribe descendant but his skin was too light. The man wore a black button down shirt with gray slacks and a matching color blazer that hugged his body nicely; the probender was slightly unsettled and apprehensive about the appearance of this sudden 'acquaintance'.

"Likewise," he pulled his hand away and dropped it in his pocket. He wore nothing that could give away anything about himself or his life. His clothes were simple but disconcerting from their neatness. Mako wore his usual gray top with his sleeves rolled up and his father's red scarf around his neck. There was no doubt that he was out classed here, but he would never admit it.

The Avatar persisted on in maintaining her silence as the inimical tension settled between the two men.

"Mako?" a voice called from behind.

The firebender turned, "Bolin?"

His brother carried flowers in his hands and immediately concealed them behind his back as he joined the growing group of people, "What's going on here?" He kept gazing in the stranger's direction. All Bolin could deduce that he was definite competition against him for Korra's heart and compulsive jealousy arose in his stomach.

"I just was talking to Korra and then her friend, Noatak here, showed up," the brother explained.

The Avatar seemed as if she'd rather be anywhere else in the world. She stared down at her feet attempting to escape the impending conflict.

"Don't worry," the older man placated Bolin, "I can assure you that you haven't missed anything particularly exciting or important," the firebender frowned at him.

Bolin adjusted the flowers behind his back to free his one hand, "Well, it's pleasure to meet you," the earthbender greeted cheerfully. As Noatak returned the brother's handshake, he could sense the firebender's heavy scrutiny and suspension.

"I don't want to bother you any further, so I'll be on my way," he began to walk in the opposite direction, but before he left he bowed respectfully, "It was pleasure to make your acquaintances. I do hope to see you two in the future," he made a strong effort to conceal his smirk. The only time he ever wanted to see them again was at his hands begging for mercy.

"Wait," Korra suddenly spoke up, "What are you doing later? I haven't seen you in weeks." The last time she saw him was about three weeks ago almost in the same place outside the arena.

The Avatar could feel the brothers' private resentment and dislike floating around the air. She was totally oblivious to the brothers' cutting glares.

"I'm not busy now. You could join me on my walk if it's not an inconvenience to you," he suggested over his shoulder. The action reminded her when she first met him.

Bolin by now released the flowers that he had be concealing. The red roses hit the ground in a soundless thump as Mako subconsciously gravitated closer to where Korra stood.

"We have practice in the morning, I think she needs her rest," the firebender abruptly intervened.

"Yeah, Korra definitely hates those morning practices," Bolin chimed in, "two more hours of sleep definitely make a difference with her!"

The Avatar turned towards the brothers, "Guys, what are you talking about, it's only nine," the brothers stared at her with guarded faces, "Oh come on, you can trust Noatak," the brothers remained silent, "Sure, Noatak, if this is your only opening. I'd love to catch up!"

"Korra-" Mako started.

"Don't worry I'll see you guys tonight, alright," the firebender still seemed unconvinced, "Come on, Mako, don't give me that look." Perhaps, he was still upset about their talk from before, so she grabbed his hand and squeezed it reassuringly "We'll finish that talk later, okay?"

"That's not it, Korra," he glanced toward the suited man. The Avatar understood that he was concerned for her safety and admired him greatly for it.

"I'll be fine. You worry too much, city boy," he smirked from her endearment and the tall boy let go of her hand trusting her judgment.

-0-

They walked in silence for a time. He wondered why he did what he just did. It was impulsive and stupid is what it was. Now he was stuck with her again and an itching, aching feeling stirred in his chest. What did he accomplish from this?

"What have you been up too lately?"

"Work."

"Is that all you do?"

"Yes. That's what real people do in this world."

"So, now you're saying that I'm not real?"

"I'm saying that you don't understand the plight of ordinary people."

"I do understand."

He chuckled, "The first time I met you, you believed that all the people in this very city were living in the lap of luxury. If you opened up your eyes you could see that it's the absolute contrary. There's suffering everywhere and most of it could have been avoided."

"That's not necessarily true. What are you even basing your accusations on?"

"People die on the streets from starvation and disease every day, money is stolen from the poor in form of tax money that is the same for the rich, and blocks of the city live in constant fear of gang violence. Do you even know what suffering is? Do you know what it feels like?" he was dangerously close to blowing everything, which was unusual for him; she struck something in him that he thought had died a long time ago.

"Yes, I do," she answered quietly. She didn't know why their conversations always headed toward heavy and loaded subjects, some of which she has never discussed with anyone openly before. Maybe it was because she was so much older than she was. They were so different from the conversations with people her own age, so much deeper.

"Sure you do," he mumbled bitterly biting his tongue to say no more.

"What's that supposed to mean? You don't know what I've been through," she stopped walking. He was really starting to piss her off. Why did he even want her company if he was just going to act this way?

"As far as I'm concerned living in a gated compound isn't all that difficult."

"They took me away from my family. The entire time I was there I only saw my parents twice. I didn't even know that I had a sister, I only heard of her. How do even you know that?" her voice hitched for second, "Maybe if my upbringing was different I would know about these things, but I don't. I'm just trying my best."

Korra's eyes were foggy from the pain she was trying to push away from the brought up memories, but his too where clouded by the scars over his own heart. He turned his head toward his shoes.

"Don't you dare feel sorry for me," she unexpectedly growled, "I don't need your pity. It was necessary for my duty as the Avatar." It was strange how similar she was to him. Everything he ever did was for his duty to the people, but all duty ever was was an abstract concept to justify pain and suffering. Who made it? Did it even exist? At that instant they both realized their agony. There was no use in taking their anger out on each other by exploiting each other's shortcomings. Words he felt he would never speak found their way to his lips, "I'm sorry," oddly enough he really meant them. He didn't know that he wasn't the only one to lose his childhood.

"Told you already, I don't need your goddamn pity!"

"I know," his subconscious cursed him. He was making her human. He was giving her human qualities; she had a story, emotions. No, she was a target, a goal and nothing more. He would end her, he had to.

She didn't respond and they both continued on the path for a while longer.

"Have people made you suffer, Noatak?"

"You don't need to know the answer to that question," Korra managed not to roll her eyes. What a typical answer from him.

"Tenzin told me once that when another person makes you suffer, it is because he suffers within himself, and his suffering is spilling over. I sometimes wonder if this is the case for Amon. I think about that story you told about him, all the torments he had to withstand and that forces me to wonder if I am doing this right."

"Doing what right?"

"I… I don't know this whole thing," she threw her arms in the air out of frustration, "I'm so unsure of things now. I just can't find a purpose anymore in Tarrlok's task force. Recently, I've realized that maybe the Equalist don't need punishment but help... because maybe they're suffering too."

He honestly did not know what to say and he always had something prepared to say in retort. He didn't anticipate her statement to be so full of empathy and honest introspection. Perhaps, this was her way in adapting to the city and her situation. They stopped. The moon hung high over their heads as they stood there drinking in every single detail of one another. His mind's discipline slipped as he pondered what her skin would feel like against his.

"The Equalist won't agree with anything. Tarrlok's group will not surrender either. I'm afraid that compromise is not an option," he suddenly spoke, "War is going to come, Korra, I hope you're ready for it."

"How do you know that? Things can change."

"No, no they can't."

Without warning, the Avatar wrapped her arms around his torso pulling him into the warmth of her body. His muscles tensed as his back went rigid by the unanticipated contact.

"What are you doing?"

"Hugging you."

"Why?"

"You need one."

His body relaxed as his shock dissolved into a calm. His strong arms that once ghosted over her shoulders in surprise enveloped them in all their strength while he rested his head upon top hers. He could feel her heart rate slow from its initial rapid pace into a methodic, soothing rhythm. She didn't know why but she liked him; she liked him a lot. Her head was tucked comfortably into his chest. The Avatar felt so comfortable in his embrace. She loved how his arms fit perfectly around the curve of her shoulders.

"Where do you go?"

"Hmmm?" He had lost all train of thought.

"I don't want you to disappear anymore. I want you to stick around."

The Avatar pulled away in order to look him in the eyes, "I don't know if you have anybody that cares about you, but I want to let you know that I do."

Then the wildest thing happened; he kissed her. It was as if he had no control over himself and he solely reacted upon instinct. She melded into it, her hands pressed against his chest while his cupped her mesmeric face. It was if he couldn't restrain himself. She felt so… right.

As fast as it happened it ended. Noatak released his grip from her, slightly stumbling backwards in unfamiliar clumsiness, "I can't... I can't do this," he stammered, eyes wide.

"What do you mean?" She was so confused.

"You don't want to know me, Korra." He wanted to end her, but he could not end her this way. He could sense weakness in his resolve. What struck her the most was how his face was absolutely devoid of any strand of emotion as if he had put a mask over what he truly felt. The kiss was so full of urgent and correct passion. It was a connection she couldn't explain, as if electricity was released through her very essence just from that one heated contact.

"What I am to you isn't real. This can't and will never work," he said those words with so much saddened anger that it hurt his teeth but he could feel that tiniest crack of doubt in his assertion and himself. He lowered his head and vanished into the night leaving her without any attempt at a final good-bye. She didn't understand. He had kissed her. It ripped her heart out how he easily he had shut her affections down. His demeanor never changed, he stayed unaffected and cool-headed as if nothing had happened. As if her feelings meant nothing to him at all. It all was just a game to him.

That night she cried until she couldn't, until exhaustion forced her eyes to close. Her pillowed caught any sound of her heartache.
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Her body felt wonderful. All her movements were fluid and precise; every foot step and arm fickler was perfectly in sync with the bending brothers. Unfortunately, what is a capitol physique and a well-rested body anything without the mindset? Mental toughest was always one of the most important attributes of any fighter in the ring. Her mind was nowhere it needed to be. This unsettled her immensely as the championship match lurked closer and closer with every passing day. She tried not thinking about it much, and the brothers never asked what conspired that night with her shady 'acquaintance'. Of course the brothers thought about it and obviously suspected that it wasn't good shown by their unwillingness to bring up the subject. Despite all this confusion the Avatar looked flawless and fought like true warrior. Mako knew that the champion mentality would come in time.

The firebender drilled them for a total of two hours and by the end of the difficult practice filled with grueling technical calisthenics and defensive as well as offensive maneuvers the belief of winning appeared to become more attainable inside their heads. Winning the Championship no longer seemed to be a one in a million chance but a possible objective. Practice always seemed to eliminate all doubt. The waterbender punched and dipped instinctively countering the earthbender's aggressive attack. The motions came so natural she needn't even think. She twisted gracefully, her lithe limbs swept under Bolin's legs besting him within seconds. She only wished this principle of practice was true when dealing with boys; particularly with Noatak, but Noatak was something different. He was a man and she knew that there was a huge difference between what a man and what a boy was. She didn't have very much practice dealing with older men. Her only real experiences were the flings that she had with some of the white lotus guards that were around her age back at the compound. She never really went that far though, only some kissing and mild foreplay. She began to think of Noatak in that way. She could feel her cheeks redden. No had ever kissed her that way before.

The waterbender couldn't deny how attracted she was to this man. His voice made her shutter. He was sophisticated and enigmatic yet held a characteristic which was so familiar to her. She only had met him three times and she knew her heart was slowly falling for that man she barely knew at all. He always seemed to throw her off balance with his particular way of going about things, always keen in maintaining his casual indifference. She never could predict his movements or his actions because they were so unlike anybody else she had ever met. Her eyes grew wide as she realized she had been thinking of him the entire time of practice. She bit down on her tongue as her blood began to boil in a sudden rage. Her fingers flexed in and out as the water swirled and retracted around her. Grunting, the Avatar held nothing back as she propelled a water whip full speed toward the newspaper clippings of the Wolfbats that hung on the string in front of her, virtually ripping them to shreds. Her tense shoulders relaxed as she released a huge sigh. Certainly, one thing that would never change was how much of a stress reliever bending was to her. She could simply remove the negative chi from her body if she concentrated hard enough.

The waterbender vouched to think of other things but that was ultimately futile; it was if her mind had stitched his image into the inside of her skull. She repeated to herself that she didn't need him; that he meant nothing to her, but she knew that his image was stitched on the wall of her heart as well.

She threw her arms up in victory as the debris from the pictures wafted passed her face to only disintegrate a few seconds later into the air, "Man, I got a good feeling about tonight. I don't care if we are the underdogs. We can take those pompous Wolfbats!"

The two brothers looked over in similar confidence; both had recently finished their final set of combination attacks indicated by their shortness of breath and sweaty limbs. The Firebender loosened his helmet pulling it off and smiled, "It's going to be our toughest match ever, but I think you're right." No doubt they were the most capable and fittest team in the league. If they played their cards right tonight no one could defeat them.

Bolin jumped in beside his brother slipping his arm around his neck in a playful manner, eager for the night's showdown with the three timed champs. His voice imitated the legendary Shiro Shinobi's, "Introducing your new champs, the fantastic Fire Ferrets!"

At that moment the mentality of a champion finally flooded to Korra's attention making its way to her pulsing heart. She pumped her arms up and down. Screw Noatak she thought I have a game to play.She could feel herself smiling wide; she understood her team's position and how prepared they were. She wasn't going to throw away months of hard work over a guy she barely knew.

The radio music that was fueling Korra's shift in attitude suddenly cut out, a wave of unnerving static filled up the room as the three looked over in curiosity. A deep, menacing voice broke through. The Avatar froze, the hair on her neck stood on end as the brothers bravely inched toward the radio, "Good morning, citizens of Republic City. This is Amon. I hope you all enjoyed last night's pro-bending match, because it will be the last. It's time for this city to stop worshiping bending athletes as if they were heroes. I am calling on the council to shut down the bending arena and cancel the finals, or else there will be severe consequences."

Her stomach dropped ten stories as her usual immovable pluck plummeted into apprehension and insecurity. She settled her racing heart by reminding herself that it was okay to be afraid. Noatak's words came streaming through her mind Stay away from him. Stay away from him.

"That guy's got some nerve," Bolin spoke. He was the first one to encounter Amon's uncanny prowess two months ago when he was captured. He had almost lost his bending.

The brothers turned toward her, obviously concerned about the announcement's influence on her. She blinked freeing herself from her minor stupor eyeing the Firebender.

"You think the Council will give?"

Vitality that had been fostering in her once again resurfaced, her eyes appeared to spark; she was the Avatar and a probender. No one could take that away from her, "I'm not waiting to find out. We need to get to City Hall."

-0-

The championship was still on. The grandeur of the event could be felt everywhere; the very best of the league were about to face off tonight. The probending fans were ecstatic running through the streets in pure delight and anticipation of the event. In truth, what the Firebender spoke about the sport bringing people together was true; both rich and poor, bender and nonbender where consolidating rapidly outside the gates of the arena. Despite the overbearing sensation of being watched by the police force, the mood in the arena was like any other night.

The three took their places as Shiro Shinobi called them in, "Introducing challengers, the Future Industries' Fire Ferrets!" The crowd erupted in a loud and absolutely welcoming uproar for the known underdogs. The waterbender clenched her hands into tight, determined fists, she wanted to fight. She craved to fight and the wait was absolutely killing her. The thought of Noatak and the threat of Amon retired to the recess of her mind. Nothing seemed to matter more than the moment in front of her. The opportunity was right there before her as if it was taunting her. She knew the brothers were ready too, which only made her more excited.

"And their opponents, the three timed defending champions, The White Falls Wolfbats!"

The trio was clad in bat costumes, how fitting, Korra thought as she rolled her eyes. From her view they appeared as if they were a bunch of little school kids showing up to play an innocent game of dress up. The crowd was going mad and, if the wardrobe wasn't enough for them to eat up, the arena began to flare up in a brilliant show of colors and light by an elaborate fireworks display.

Her temper had reached its zenith. Shoving her fist into her palm she boldly announced to her teammates, "Let's win this and put Tahno in his place." The old Korra had finally bounced back; she no longer wanted to wallow in the misery which Noatak had brought upon her. The moment beckoned her to lift her fists and fight, and fight she would, as she articulately shouted, "I'm gonna knock Tahno's stupid hair off his stupid face!"

The bell cracked as Shinobi roared, "Here we go!"

The match from that point was a blur to her. She saw that the Wolfbats had jumped forward the instant the bell sounded aiming to take her out of the game prematurely. In response, the Avatar gracefully sprung into a backflip. This maneuver successfully avoided Tahno's advances by a mere inch. The waterbender's mind seemed to darken as the sensation of combat numbed all other tangible sensations. Fighting to her was solely instinctual and intuitive. Her strategy was simple as well: find the enemy's weakness and strike. The referees were no help to them. The Wolfbats were fighting dirty without any consequence, but the foul play only gave more fury to the icy sting of her attack.

The match continued and Shinobi's narration was only a subdued mumble in her focused mind. Suddenly, she was in zone three; her muscles prepared for the impact of another Wolfbat attack. A waterblast came and knocked her into Mako launching them both off the platform. No! her mind thundered in her ears; she would not give up. All the hard work over the season had come down to this point. Her hand reached for his as the other miraculously extended to catch the edge of the battle platform. She felt her shoulder pop.

Thinking that they had won, the Wolfbats rejoiced shooting their arms in the sky, but their faces showed no surprise of the results, "It's a knockout! The Wolfbats win the championship for the fourth year in a- Hold on a second, folks! Scratch that! The Ferrets are still alive, but just barely!"

The Avatar could feel the strength in her shoulder waning and her fingers slipping: now or never. Utilizing all the reserves of energy she had left, the waterbender rocked back and forth in order to amount enough momentum to successfully launch Mako back onto the ring. Throwing him skyward, she released her hold falling into the waiting water below.

"What an unbelievable move! These Ferrets aren't just bending the elements, they're bending my mind! The underdogs survive to see round two."

The Fire Ferrets were huddled at their end. Korra had waterbent their uniforms dry and was glad to find that there was no substantial damage done to her shoulder. They knew the championship hung in the balance if they did not perform well in the second round.

The Avatar's burrows furrowed in frustration, "What's wrong with these refs?"

"They've been paid off; it's the only explanation. Someone wants us to lose," the Firebender stated sullenly.

"Fine, then if the Wolfbats are gonna fight dirty," the waterbender turned and leered in their direction, "then so should we."

Mako immediately shot down her suggestion, "No we can't!" the eldest brother announced firmly as a leader should, "The refs have it out for us. If we're gonna win this thing, it has to be fair and square," their captain decreed. The Avatar was thankful for their leader's level head because her temper would never allow her to make that call.

Korra released a small sigh of dissatisfaction, "That's no fun but… alright."

Bolin smiled and pounded their shoulder pads encouragingly, "Don't worry we can do it guys. Just like practice!"

The second round of the match commenced in a similar fashion to the first, however, now the Ferrets knew the majority of the Wolfbats' tricks and were more equipped to deal with them. In the second round, there was quite a change in the way that the Ferrets attacked and defended. They moved like a true team showing the crowd that they belonged to be in the championship game. The round ended with a draw and the Avatar fulfilled her promise by cleaning Tahno's clock in the following tie breaker. Both contenting in ruining his hairdo and cleaning the smug grin off his face.

"One round apiece: who wants it more?" The bell sounded again initiating the final round.

The Wolfbats were relentless in their foul play, and the Fire Ferrets were falling back. Their determination wavered as their opponents attacks become laced with rocks. No fouls were called as the multiple rock-laced water blasts connected with their already battered bodies.

Soon the Avatar was the only remaining Fire Ferret left in the ring. Korra stood hearing the sound of the brothers' fall into the cold and unforgiving water below. The water was nowhere for a champion to be, but Tahno's dirty water blast was too much for her in the end. The rock linked with the right side of her face as momentary blindness took control. She realized she was no longer standing when the falling sensation in her stomach became overwhelming.

"Oh, this had gone too far!" Shiro Shinobi bellowed in dismay, "That water had rocks in it!"

"Knockout!" The referee affirmed. The crowd roared in response. The Avatar poked her head out of the water retracting air back into her stifling lungs. Blood trickled down her cut temple; the rocks had split the skin open there.

It happened so suddenly; the game, the result, but none of it mattered anymore. There was something more significant happening in the stands. She focused her eyes on the Policemen. They were being confronted by people adorned in dark masks. A glove of some kind fit over their hand; it was an electric glove. "What?" Korra gasped in disbelief. Stunned, her head twisted every which way seeing the bright light of electricity everywhere. The ubiquitous sight just validated to herself that what her eyes saw was the truth.

The familiar voice of Shinobi was shouting on about the match, which concealed the equalist's footsteps in the stadium. As things began to become clearer, Amon's lieutenant dropped down to the lower level of the platform. There the Fire Ferrets waded in water like sitting ducks, "Well, folks it's a controversial call but the Wolfbats notch a nasty knockout to win the match! For the fourth year in a row, they'll be crowned tournament champions!"

Amon's threat was actually becoming a reality. They needed to get out of the water. She turned her body, her eyes honed in on the lieutenant as he stood there grinning darkly. Without thought or further examination of the situation, she propelled a powerful water whip toward him but the attack was pointless. Her limbs went numb and her mind went blank the moment he electrocuted the water.

The equalist then pulled her and the brothers from the water; if he hadn't they would have drowned to death sinking from the weight of their pro-bending armor. The combination of the stress and hysteria from the electrocution and the impact of her skull bouncing against the hard cement as the man pulled her from the water, filled her head with fleeting images of her predecessor and his companions. Sometimes she would get these images, but it was in rare situations with high amounts of stress. A weathered and disgruntled face that she was not familiar with always flashed to her attention last. She could have sworn the man inside her head looked like an older version of Noatak but she couldn't relay on that assumption due to the fact that her mental state wasn't clear enough.

She felt her head snap back against a pillar and the Avatar's eyes came into focus. The waterbender's pupils dilated sucking in any light that waited idly by. Her hands instantly rose to her waist where she found tight ropes constricting her body. The brothers were tied up beside her. What happened?

"I believe I have your attention, benders of Republic City…" Korra's head tilted upward toward the direction of the deep, threatening voice. It was Amon's, he had bested her and Chief Bei Fong's police forces. He had breached the arena's defenses so easily as if they simply were just yellow tape to step over. She had been so focused on forgetting about Noatak that she had lost herself in the game. A feeling of overwhelming dejection and self-loathing rushed over her but it was soon replaced. She had been selfish and narcissistic over the past few weeks. Her jaw tightened, she promised to herself that she would put an end to this as Amon spoke his threats above: "So once again, the Wolfbats are your pro-bending champions. It seems fitting that you celebrate three bullies who cheated their way to victory because every day, you threaten and abuse your fellow non-bending citizens just like the Wolfbats did to their opponents tonight. Those men were supposedly the best in the bending world and yet it only took a few moments for me to cleanse them of their impurity. Let this be a warning to all of you benders out there: if any of you stand in my way, you will meet the same fate."

Mako shook his brother awake but to his dismay he remained unconscious, "Korra, how are we going to get out of here?"

The lieutenant hadn't block their bending. "Give me a second," Korra concentrated on breathing. Soon the water vapor in the air began to freeze around the surface of the taut fibers. Within seconds they became fragile enough to break liberating the trio. The firebender moved his brother into a more comfortable position.

"I have to go after him."

"I don't think that's a good idea. You don't know what's up there!" Always Mako being the cautious one.

"Mako, if I don't go who will?"

With that Korra was gone in a tunnel of water. She could faintly make out her friend's loud cry to watch her back. She landed on the platform taking in her bearings, Lin and Tenzin where nowhere to be found. They must have been neutralized by the electric gloves that the rebels in the audience were welding. Looking up, she found Amon glaring at her as he ascended on a metal cable to his airship. She scowled in disgust and she promised herself that he wasn't going to get away with this: dozens of good men and women injured, the whole population of the city terrified, and the destruction of a place where people could enjoy themselves without threat of violence. In a wave of intense rage she propelled herself upward in a huge explosion of water and fire to the nearest raising platform, it was just under his heels. She easily knocked the two chi blockers from it. The cool night air skidded against the surface of her warm skin.

"Come here Amon! You coward!" she roared vehemently. Concentrating the already present chi in her fists, she released it in an enormous blow of fire toward the masked man but he simply jumped onto the ledge of his airship dodging the attack with graceful ease. She leapt to the other side of the opening pulling herself up in a display of strength, athleticism, and guts: after all, if she had missed she would had been falling a few hundred feet to the ground.

"Give it up, Amon!" she growled.

"And why would I do any such thing?" he replied coolly, his dark blue eyes cut right through her, "After all, you are on my airship, my territory. You have made a grave mistake, Avatar," he stepped closer to her covering the distance between them until he stood a few feet away.

At least a dozen or more Chi blockers rushed into the cargo bay. She was outnumbered, the only route of escape was to jump but they were over buildings now. The fall would surely kill her. Amon wouldn't let her escape that effortlessly anyway. If only she was more adept with airbending then Tenzin would have had taught her the basics of flight by now.

"Amon, sir, what are your orders?" one of the Chi Blockers inquired. He seemed to be a captain of some sort.

"Stand by," he commanded firmly not even looking in their direction. The Avatar's arms were still prepped in bellicose position. Noatak's voice ringed again: Stay away from him,but she hadn't listened.

"You don't want to fight me, Avatar. Not now for there is no one except my men to see your demise," the hooded man stated resolutely, "So, let's make this easy. Surrender and I'll allow you to keep your bending for the time being. Sounds like a fair deal. I could do much worse," he stepped even closer so that they were a foot away. Korra shuttered in temporary fear of the man. He saw her fists spark, "I wouldn't do that if I were you. At least for the sake of your boyfriend."

"What are you talking about?" The Avatar's eyes went wide in shock.

"Hmm, who was it? What was his name? Ahh," he leaned close to her ear so no one but her would hear, "Noatak," gripped her chin roughly.

"What did you do to him?"

"Nothing yet."

"What are you?"

"You don't want to know," her eyes looked at his. His voice, his demeanor, his mannerisms, his confidence.

She dropped her arms, "You're right. I don't want to know."
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Today he felt especially claustrophobic behind his mask; he ached to remove it from his face and allow himself a moment of fresh air. He felt himself release a long sigh, the hot breathe rolled out of his mouth only to be caught by the porcelain wall that sat in front of it. He glanced through the narrow slits remembering what he had been doing, feeling the stack of paperwork that remained unattended to beneath his hands. He couldn't discern why he was so vexed today, and, for whatever reason, he couldn't relinquish the gratuitous anger that brimmed up inside him. In the back of his mind he knew that it was the Avatar's presence that was making him increasingly agitated. The pen in his hand stayed idle, his mind wasn't working to its normal speed and level of brilliance; this girl was fogging his mind up as if it were hot steam reacting with cool glass. Impulsively, he ripped the paper below his hands in half and chucked them in the trash in one powerful, fluid motion. He never had many caprices, but his impulse was to see her, which made no sense in his mind. He shook his head, he always had every step calculated but with the Avatar in the picture everything just seemed to be out of his control.

"Sir, is everything alright?"

He turned around, it was his lieutenant. He had observed his little fit. He exhaled while closing his eyes to find his composure. He wanted to pinch the bridge of his nose but couldn't, "Yes, everything is fine. I am just not having my way with paperwork this morning," he answered a bit acridly, his second in command didn't respond. There weren't many times he had witnessed his boss like that; he always had himself in check and decided to leave the issue alone, "What news have you brought me?"

"The Avatar isn't eating. I don't know if that's of any importance to you but I thought you should know."

"She isn't eating? Is that her attempt at being defiant?"

"Perhaps," Amon walked past him to the door opening it aggressively.

"That is foolish and pathetic," he roared.

"Sir, what do you want us to do about it?" his lieutenant called from behind.

"Nothing, as of now. I'll handle this inane situation myself. Go supervise the trainees. They always thrive under your instruction."

The lieutenant nodded watching the large, athletic frame of Amon vanish into the hallway. He could only wonder what kind of torture he had in mind for the young Avatar.

-0-

She had only been here three days and had gone without proper nourishment for two. The Avatar rested against the wall sitting on mat that was her mattress. She sat there in only her bindings mending her torn light blue shirt. She had asked for a needle and thread, and was surprised when her guard had complied with her request. The room was clean and abnormally spacious for a holding cell, probably because she was the only one in it. Light came from the single bulb that was located in the direct center of the ceiling; there were no windows to add to the lacking light in the room. Three days without real light made her miss the open sky immensely. The door suddenly opened and the noise made her jump, forcing her to prick her finger on the sharp needle; a bubble of blood compiled at the tip of her left index finger. She watched the red substance until it trickled down her finger, later placing the wound in her mouth sucking on it to appease the bleeding.

Not caring who it was that stood in front of her she snapped obdurately, "If it's food go give to some other unfortunate soul," the finger in her mouth didn't make it any easier at comprehension.

"Good Morning, Avatar."

The deep voice pressured her to look up but she very well knew who it was; she could tell by the statement's precision and diligence. She vowed to herself in not yielding to anything he said or permitting him the simple pleasure of eye contact, "Oh, how civil of you," her tone was spiked with heavy sarcasm.

He moved a little closer to her treading into the territory of the light. She wasn't fully clothed and he briefly took the sight of her in. Just from the look of her, felt the ache of desire and his legs take another step toward her. She couldn't hear his uneven breath as he struggled to control himself. Why couldn't he contain these thoughts? Was it really that long since he felt a woman? He knew that wasn't reason. It was something entirely different from lust. The masked man crouched to her level so their faces were only inches away. He inspected her face. No damages just a bandage covered that covered cut on her temple. Had he done that to her? He couldn't remember. He looked at her eyes, which were casted down toward her finger, aware of her breath slipping through the holes in his mask. He could smell the blood that was laced in even if it was an infinitesimal amount.

She wouldn't make eye with him, attention fixed on her injured finger. It was cut and bleeding so he reached out and grabbed her hand in his brushing the inflicted area with the pad of his thumb. She didn't pull away, "It has come to my attention that you are not eating," he broached the subject gently. Without another thought he ceased her finger's bleeding as he ran his thumb along the cut once more, "Come now, a dead Avatar is no use to me."

"I'm not hungry," she stated quickly and withdrew her hand both disturbed and amazed at how he had stopped the bleeding, "How'd you do that?" she whispered eyeing her cut which was now merely a scratch upon her skin.

He tipped her chin up with his hand so that she was looking him in the eyes. His touch was gentle contrasting drastically to how he had gripped it before. The gesture was almost comforting but it all was just a lie in the end, "A trick I picked up a long time ago," he whispered. The low volume to voice made his words sound sweet and unassuming, "You should eat," he commanded kindly.

"I don't want to," she drew away from his hold turning her face from him. He didn't know why he was surprised. She was a stubborn woman.

In response, he stood up pacing away while maintaining an even tone, "I advise you to be more cautious in what you say. Here my followers are allowed two rations a day; one in the morning and one at night. There is no special treatment here, not even for me. Everyone eats the same kind and amount of food, and if, on the rare occasion, one doesn't eat their portion they don't eat at all. I shouldn't be concerning myself in explaining this to you. Obviously, you aren't worried about petty things like this. You always had food on your plate and never had to worry about where your next meal would come from or even if you would have a roof over your head. That's what life is like for the majority of the people in this city, and those people are nonbenders. You think it's a coincidence? Benders have always held superiority over nonbenders. I'm just here as a humble servant of the spirits to even the playing ground. I have to fix the problems you have turned away from out of total apathy, and I'm going to give justice back to the people who deserve it."

She was tired from hearing him lecture her about what was good and righteous when he was the one to injure dozens of innocent people back at the arena; quite frankly he was annoying the shit out her, "Don't you put that on me, Amon! I am doing the best I can. I have to look for all types of people no matter if they can bend or not," she stated firmly glaring at him with icy eyes, "I'm only a seventeen year old girl trying to figure this out. The world is complicated, I know that and I know I could be handling this situation in a better way but I don't know any other way. Sure, I'm brash and bullheaded but that doesn't mean I don't care, that I don't try," the Avatar rose to her feet defending her assertions, her toned body was showcased by the flickering light, "I care about everyone single person in this city even if you don't believe it. At least my way doesn't kill and threaten the innocent people of the city that you are so rigorously trying to save. You're too damn drunk on your own damn power to see what you're actually doing-"

"Shut up," he spat darkly, silencing her from her outburst, "I should put you in your place."

His voice had grown cold from its earlier warmth, she took a step back bracing herself for his advances, "And where is that exactly?" she inquired guardedly.

A wave of panic washed over her as he pushed her roughly against the wall, her bending had been disabled earlier by one of his men but she wasn't powerless; she could always use her fists. Suddenly he jabbed his knee between her legs, the pressure was oddly arousing. He felt her heart rate spike, as well as his. One of his hands was curled around her neck while the other trailed against her bare abdomen anchoring her powerfully to the wall. She didn't know what to do and her hands just seemed to remain at her sides. She felt no reason to push him away. She couldn't explain it, but she knew that he wouldn't hurt her.

The skin contact was disarming him, his mind grew clouded. At that moment, her eyes were just so overwhelmingly alluring as if she were the one to contrive this whole meeting to ruin him. Her face was so attractive and all he wanted to do was stand there and admire it. The harsh words she was choking out recovered him from his momentary lethargy, "What are you going to do? Rape me? Kill me? You are no better than the men that you're condemning!"

He released his iron-like grip on her and stepped away, "I am a monster but I don't defile women. Believe it or not Avatar, I was raised to be a gentlemen," she was shocked at how offended he looked as if she had just compared him to the value of dirt, "And if you must know, I don't kill for the sake of killing either. I am a far more worse than that," he hesitated and Korra wondered what he was referring to, "but I can promise you that I am a man of principle and conviction."

"Promises with you don't have a winning record."

"I don't make promises often, and if one was broken then it shouldn't have been made in the first place," he negated sharply. He placed his hands behind his back; he had been in here too long and very much desired to leave. He could feel his resolve crumbling at the seams.

"Why do you resent me? I haven't done anything to you." That's actually it. She hadn't done anything to him. He needed to leave.

A laugh escaped his lips, but it was gloomy one. He turned his back moving near the door, "Oh, Avatar, you have done everything…," he said it almost wearingly. He paused as if unsure how to continue and silence took up conversation. He finally settled on, "You should eat your food; don't make me demand it next time or your friend Noatak will suffer the consequences from your actions."

She reclaimed her position on the floor again, "I'm sure that he will."

The answer made him freeze; his hand lay motionless on the door knob. She knows nothing.

"Do you just bottle him up behind that mask? Is that what you do?"

Now he was the one not looking up. How did this interaction change so quickly?

He hadn't realized that she was next to him now; how did she get beside him so hurriedly and he not notice? Her fingers ghosted over his forearm, "Who really are you, Amon?" her hands were at his mask.

He slowly turned to face her, his head tilted down, "Do you really wish to know?" he murmured delicately.

"I don't. I'm afraid that it would break my heart," she whispered.

They remained there staring at one another for a long time. He had no more words to speak to her, no more threats. He just wanted to be there and suddenly he realized that he was in too deep, and he had no idea how to get out. He had given away too much.

"You should eat," he finally mumbled and left without another word. His mind was racing and a poignant feeling of regret and shame found its way to him. The sensation was unfamiliar and extremely unpleasant. How fickle and fragile he was at this moment. The hallway felt like it stretched on for miles, the guards and soldiers showed him their proper respects as he passed them. They venerated him as if her were a god but he was just a liar and a fool who could perform an unusual trick with the iniquitous act of was the indefatigable defender of equality, wasn't he? Why was the Avatar making him feel this? Has she gotten under his skin?

He passed the corner tightly running into his lieutenant, "I apologize immensely, sir."

"Noted," and continued in the direction of office.

"Amon, what do you want us to do with the Avatar?" he inquired down the hall.

"Release her. She is of no use to me here," he shouted as he closed the door to his office.
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"He just let you go?" The Airbender spoke incredulously, "And left you with your bending?"

Korra just nodded while she scarfed food down her throat. The pain caused from her hunger ripped through her entire body; the masked man was correct in one respect. The councilmen waited patiently for her to finish eating while the brothers came running in to greet their long lost friend. The Firebender immediately embraced her in a warm and inviting hug, "I was so worried about you. I should have followed you."

The Avatar quickly consoled him, "Mako, none of it was your fault and you couldn't have just left your brother alone," she wrapped her arms around his neck again in order to wash away his lingering guilt.

The Firebender released her from his hold to allow Bolin to hug her, "Korra, you're alright," he pointed out in a breathless statement.

"Yes, I am Bolin and so are you."

"Don't ever do that again," the earthbender chided playfully, "You made us go nuts!"

After the greetings were concluded, Tenzin asked for more information about her release, so the Avatar endeavored to remember what had conspired a few hours earlier. She rubbed her head irritably; her eyes were heavy from the lack of sleep. It was the middle of the night and it was bitterly cold outside. The moon was high in the sky covering everything with an array of starry moonlight. She could feel his touch still on her, his strong eyes still watching her in the back of the van but not for any advantageous reason. She could tell that he was looking at her, really looking at her as if she wasn't a pawn on a board but an animated, breathing human being. She couldn't help but think that she was seeing him too: that reserved man sitting on the curb reading for the simple pleasure of it. Suddenly, she thought about his words and couldn't discern if they implied a cryptic meaning or actually meant what they did. She couldn't distinguish if he cared about her or was acting upon the possibility of gaining an asset by means of manipulation in gaining her trust. But there was no incentive for her release at all unless he actually held feelings for her. His actions baffled her mind beyond belief, or was he trying to show her something instead? If he was doing any of this at all, she couldn't comprehend his twisted message.

"Yeah, they put a blindfold over my eyes, tied my hands, and dumped me off," the Avatar explained, "Nothing special or unusual."

"Why would he just let you go? It's quite arbitrary for the kind of person Amon is. This is unlike anything he has done before," the tall airbender stroked his beard in mounting perplexity, "Frankly, it just doesn't make any sense."

"I know," the waterbender concurred, "His moves are always deliberate. Do you think this means something?"

Tenzin shook his head; his face looked weary and his eyes faint, most likely from the lack of sleep caused from her disappearance, "It's too soon to tell. What matters now is that you're here and unharmed," he paused, "Did you attain any useful information about the whereabouts of his headquarters?" The councilmen knew there were tons located all over the city; the hideouts seemed to incessantly speckle the streets in silence and as one was discovered two more were found and so on.

"No, as far as I could tell it was someplace underground. I bet it's a complex of tunnels."

"Yeah, that's what it sounded like when they kidnapped me. Just like a gigantic tunnel somewhere underneath the streets," Bolin added from across the table, "Maybe sewers." Korra didn't even notice that Mako had been studying her the entire time with restless eyes, and as she glanced toward his direction his eyes remained brazenly where they were. He sat next to his brother.

"I must tell Lin this. Any information on this extremist group could be used to our advantage. Did you uncover anything about Amon?" the Airbender rested his tattooed hand on her forearm, "Did he hurt you all?"

"No, he didn't hurt me," Korra spoke quietly, "I didn't learn anything more about Amon other than what we already know," she lied but it reality it wasn't in the least bit untruthful, but she was keeping things from him. She would never admit who she thought the mask man was. She couldn't bring it to herself to agree with her mind's conclusion. Nonetheless, she felt obligated to protect to him. Perhaps, releasing her is his way of showing her that he could trust her. No, her mind shot down her optimistic sentiment; that is too unrealistic. His only goal is to destroy you.In her mind, he was so gentle and his actions weren't impersonal and detached as if they were calculated and premeditated. They were sincere and tense because she refused to eat. His alleged rancor of her barely showed at all during their brisk encounter and he had treated her fairly like any other person. Tenzin could clearly see the distant look forming in Korra's eyes; he could deduce that she was preoccupied with something sensitive.

Unsure of whether to interrupt her, the Airbender's outlook about her encounter with the equalist leader became more unconvinced, "Korra, is there something that you're not telling us?"

The Avatar instantly looked up to the sound her name, and she banged her hand loudly against the table, "No, I'm just exhausted that's all. I need to go get some sleep," her actual fatigue took attention away from the endless, unanswered questions that surrounded her stay at the equalist compound.

"Of course," Tenzin spoke, "I didn't realize, you must be exhausted. You can take a couple days off to recuperate, that will surely make Jinora happy since she won't have to wake up early tomorrow to drill you in the airbending gates."

Korra stood up, her balance failed for a split second as a result of the dull stiffness in her legs that amounted from sitting in a cell for three days. Stumbling over, Mako wrapped his arm around her waist in support and the Avatar took the help willingly. The Firebender guided her toward her room while Bolin trailed behind them. The Avatar was falling fast asleep in his arms. In Korra's bedroom, Mako gingerly laid her down on her mattress removing her thick, animal skin boots from her feet and pulling her blankets over resting form. The older brother watched until the Avatar closed her eyes making sure that she was breathing when he left with Bolin. If only a night's sleep could fix all the problems in her own head.

-0-

The next day Korra had planned to go visit Asami's mansion with Mako and Bolin. They told her that relaxing by the Sato's indoor pool would clear her head. With much reluctance, the Avatar finally caved into the brothers' ceaseless requests. It's wasn't that she didn't want to go; it's just that she wasn't the best of friends with Asami. She could have remained on the air temple recovering with the airbender kids and Pema always needed an extra hand anyway. Playing with Ikki, Jinora, and Meelo would certainly bring her mind off things and alleviate the now habitually lonesome feeling in that took up residence in cavity of her chest. Nevertheless, against her wishes the Avatar embarked on her walk across the city to the Sato Estate. Her face reveled in the sea spray and wind as the ferry carried her across to Republic City's largest port. The weather today was more promising then the bitter cold of the previous night; the ambient temperature was a bit warmer and the sun's rays were unobstructed as they reached the far stretches of the ground. The bending brothers also insisted that she walk up with them due to her weakened condition, but that only made her angry. She was fine physically so she told them off, intending on walking the streets herself to the Sato Mansion. She had a pretty vague idea of where the large estate was situated in Republic City but that didn't mean she wasn't determined in finding it. She would discover it eventually.

The streets weren't particularly busy but that was no surprise since it was in the middle of the day and many were either at work or at home enjoying a lunch break. She had been walking for a long time now and suddenly she knew what street she was on. Beside her was the café where she first met him. She idly ambled by, no one was sitting outside since it was too cold enjoy a decent meal. She could deal with the weather; it was mild compared to the extremely low temperatures she had to grow up with when she was a kid. She briefly glanced through the large glass window on the front, the glare made it difficult to see the tables in the back, to ascertain that if anyone was inside. No one was there. Without thinking, the Avatar opened the door to the tiny eatery perusing all the delectable desserts that were on display in the glass container in the front counter. A bell was situated on the door, and when opened it summoned the cook from the back room.

"I'm so sorry, but we're closed today," a woman, which appeared from the kitchen, stated, "Did you see our sign?" she was a moderately tall, with sinuous curves and dark green eyes. She seemed to be baking something in the back by the show of flour on her apron.

She hadn't seen it, "Oh, I'm so sorry," Korra apologized, "My head has been a little bit foggy today," she attempted to vindicate herself.

The woman smiled as if she knew exactly what she was struggling with but it was just a small, kind smile nothing to over analyze. As Korra turned to leave, she discovered a man clad in a hooded black overcoat in a back booth; the glare must have forced her to miss him. His back was facing her, his build so familiar. She could see that his head was turned down looking at a dismal cup of coffee that had long grown cold.

"Wait, you're Avatar, aren't you?" the baker asked.

"Yes, I am," she answered meekly. She was attempting to eschew any superfluous comments or inquires about her. Undoubtedly, she loved being the Avatar but today she just wanted to be Korra.

"Wow, well it's an honor to meet you, Avatar," the Baker stuck out her hand in a cordial gesture, "The name's Viola. I'm the owner of this place."

"Nice to meet you, Viola," the Avatar replied. She glanced over to the solitary man again, "You do have a lovely café, but I wasn't aware that you played favorites with your customers," she gestured toward the man; there was no malice in her statement just girlish nosiness.

"Oh," she rubbed the back of her neck, "That man is a special case, he was a good friend of mine," the way she spoke those words sounded as if they were involved once which made anger raise in her, "Anyway, he's a regular and has been coming here ever since I started my café up about thirteen years ago. I knew he was a good guy," the Avatar rolled her eyes, thankfully Viola didn't see it, "and I couldn't have just refused him a cup of coffee and a quiet place to sit… I'll tell you what, you can stay in my shop if promise me you won't wreck anything, and if you need anything just ask. It's on the house; I certainly would love the Avatar to be a regular paying customer here," the amiable woman smiled again, without a doubt one of the happier people in the city but the Avatar couldn't thwart the odious jealously that was unleashed inside her.

"That's very kind of you, Viola," the Avatar replied as agreeably as she could manage. The waterbender hated the fact that she was one of the nicest people she had met and was privately begrudging her over something that happened in the past, but it happened nonetheless.

"Well, I'll be off. Bread doesn't bake itself," she hesitated and leaned over the counter, "Just between you and me, I'm a non-bender and I think you're doing a great job." Korra with great difficulty could not take away that as compliment, so he likes to fuck non-benders? her subconscious back-lashed. With that the baker bid her farewell and disappeared into the back room to continue on with her trade.

A myriad of things of what she could say to him rushed through her head as the waterbender walked slowly to the back of the eatery but all she could agree on was, "It looks like you're a bit lonely today."

"That appears to be the situation doesn't it," he responded softly. He already was aware of her presence in the café. His eyes turned up an evanescent look of weakness but the fleeting emotion was soon exchanged with his usual look of apathy. His face always displayed a mask of cool indifference but she knew that something deeper and more profound lived underneath it, he just refused to let anyone see that side of him, but if she pushed the right way, she knew she could catch a glimpse of it.

"Don't worry about Viola," he allayed her reservations, "That was a long time ago," he could still sense her anger, "Please, leave that alone."

"I didn't know that you were such a lady's man."

"Korra," he beseeched, her name rolled off his tongue in one smooth sound, "If you want the truth, she's not the only woman I slept with."

"That still doesn't make me feel any better," she stated curtly as she stepped closer so that she stood beside him.

"I didn't take you as the jealous type, Avatar."

"How about we drop it like you suggested," Korra yielded yet her hostility stayed fresh in the air, she claimed the seat in front of him, "So Amon let you free too?"

He looked up and smirked at her comment, she hadn't really seen him take pleasure in something openly like that, close to smiling, it was sort of a half gesture, "Yes, yes it looks like he did." He was wearing a hooded black overcoat and a navy cotton undershirt while dark gray slacks and beat-up, leather boots covered the lower half of his body. His dark scarf remained on the table next him. It certainly was a classy, modern outfit.

He did not dismiss her presence nor welcomed it so Avatar continued the conversation, "You should tell him to let you out more often."

This time he didn't laugh. There was a prevalent look of surliness in his countenance, but his callous exterior belied his true feelings. He couldn't expound why she was so riveting to him. Her actions were so spontaneous. One second her demeanor would be refractory, defying any authority that was in a mile's radius, and in an instant her being could shift into an unsettling serenity. He couldn't confess that he largely admired her and found much of her own nature similar to his own when he was younger. He attempted to clear his dry throat as the long pause continued on uncomfortably. His eyes drifted deeper into hers as he fruitlessly played with his coffee cup, "How'd you find me here?"

"I guess by luck," suddenly she felt his hand begin to caress her thigh underneath the table, his fingers moved in slow, tantalizing circles over the fabric of her pant. It was exciting her in ways she couldn't quite explain nor freely admit to. Her brain attempted to impede the sudden longing that welled up inside of her. Heat rushed to her face as his hand gradually inched higher. Her mind fought against it, This is what you do to woman?but her heart was skipping beats just by the simple touch of his hand against her thigh. Suddenly, the lingering anger washed away as desire replaced it. Was he testing her?

"I haven't been honest to you, Korra."

"Oh, really?" she wasn't the least surprised.

"Do you wish to know something about me?"

"And what is that, Noatak?"

"I'm a lot older then you," he hesitantly withdrew his hand from her leg; the Avatar was unhappy when he did this.

"13 years isn't a lot."

"Then add 10 to that."

"So your 40? That doesn't really make a difference, it's the question of if your man enough to do it," she whispered huskily as she inched in closer, Noatak couldn't help but find her quick math skills sexy.

"Is that a challenge?" he questioned smugly, he could have taken her whenever he desired but he had too much self-restraint to care for, "Avatar, I hope you are aware that I was the age of 23 when you were born."

She pulled back leaning into the wooden frame of the booth, her tone even more boastful than his, "Well I got you beat on that one, pretty boy. If I did the math correctly, I was 43 when you were born… oh, wait," she tipped her chin matter-of-factly, "add like a 100 years to that."

"Oh, is that right?" he chuckled, "I guess you win," he ceded simply.

How he just wanted to give up like that- with no thought, no effort. He just wanted to kiss her again, but that wouldn't fix anything rather farther obfuscate the mess he was kind enough to get himself caught in. He craved to ravish her in his affection, to feel her even though that meant giving up everything he believed in. He was uncertain if he could resist her anymore as if she was the cure to his ailing disease, a malady that many foretold no recovery from.

"Korra, I think I've become attached to you," intoned with serious implications.

"You have?" she was made euphoric by his sudden confession but persisted on in keeping her poise, but she couldn't stop a blush from reaching her attractive features, "But wasn't it you who said that you had nothing to do with me?"

"Yes."

"Then what changed your mind?"

"I never changed my mind about you," a sly smirk came to his lips, "I simply made a decision."

"And what is that?"

"I want you, Korra," his eyes were heavy with lust, and she couldn't deny how much she wanted him too even though she knew it was wrong, "How about we make deal?"

"And what is it that you propose?"

"I'll be Noatak, an ordinary man, and you can be Korra, a normal watertribe girl," his voice was deep and enticing, "just two unassuming lovers," he leaned in closer and she could feel his hot breath, "meeting up." Her heart was about to pop out of her chest from the proximity, he was so handsome.

Their noses were merely inches away, "I would love to play make believe with you Noatak," the Avatar admitted, "but this is wrong."

He rolled his shoulders back, the powerful muscles visually deflating in dissatisfaction, "And what's so wrong about, Avatar? It's simply two people that are attracted to each other getting together. Does this go against some principle you have?"

He sounded exactly like Amon, "No… it's just…" she couldn't voice what she was feeling. She wanted to ask him to tell her everything, but she knew he could never do that. She released a breath, "Please, please call me, Korra."

Without warning, he grabbed her hand from across the table, "I apologize, Korra," he whispered, "What do you want me to say?" He asked that question with so much care.

"I don't know, Noatak, but I have to go."

He somberly withdrew his hand and leaned against the wood back of the booth distancing himself from her, "I would implore you to stay but I am not the boss of you."

Now he was acting like an unhappy child. She didn't understand him, "What do you want from me, Noatak? If that's even your name."

"It is," he answered without any meticulous reflection, "It was the name my mother gave me when I born." She was hesitate in starting a tryst with him. He could understand this. She barely knew anything about him, other than fact that they both knew who he really was, but neither of them were going to admit that fact.

"You know what I'd really like?" he spoke boldly, "I'd like to take you out to dinner."

The Avatar remained unconvinced, "I have to go, I'm sorry."

Now he leaned in close. She could hear her heart thudding loudly in her chest, "but if you stay I could show you so many things…" his voice was low and rough as it rumbled through her ears. His eyes were deepest of blues, like the cold waters found dwelling in the deep in the cavernous seas of the world, "I could show you so many things," he repeated, "if you'd allow me to show what I see," he tilted his head even closer now, "A beautiful woman," he breathed as he kissed her, "as deserted as the man in front of her."

All lurking thoughts of indoor pools and previous engagements were pinched from her attention as his lips seized hers in a hungry kiss. She sensed her hands running through his hair, his lingered near her chin. The kiss quickly intensified into a display of pure passion. He slipped his tongue into her agape mouth, and was rewarded with her moan of pleasure, and he, at that moment, thought nothing in the world was able stop him from pleasuring the girl in front him.

They reluctantly broke away from the passionate kiss, her fingers brushed against his cleanly shaven jawline, "It appears that I am holding you up, my apologizes, as you said there are places you need to be." In a split second, he was standing up preparing himself to leave. She was still caught up in the kiss. He wrapped his scarf around his neck, "I suppose we'll continue this game another time."

The Avatar appeared to be left dangling by the thread of this man, who casted shadows over the thoughts in her own head, "This is a game to you?" His volatile nature simply astonished her; first he wanted nothing to do with her to then confess his growing attraction to simply deny it in the end.

"It is… with higher stakes than either of us will ever know. We have to play carefully if we have any chance for victory."

The Avatar was bemused by his words and surprised she had nothing to say in return. She watched him intently as he scoured his pockets for a stray yuan to place underneath the virtually untouched cup of coffee. Looking down at her, he pulled his hood over his head as he uttered his words of goodbye, "I do hope for you to have a splendid time at the Sato Estate," she didn't know how he knew she was going there. Had he been spying on her? He arched down next to her face, "And just for the record I have been playing the game."
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A Terrible Synergy

Chapter 7

She was running down the street after him. She thought this was her only chance because she never knew when she would see him next.

"Noatak!"

His reaction was the exact opposite of what he did the last time she had called after him. He turned and smiled. It was the kind of smile that would make any person swoon, a look of pure happiness. Reaching him, she jumped up wrapping her arms securely around his strong neck as his slipped around her waist.

"I want to play. I want to play so badly," she laughed with pain all the while smiling wide; tears were freely streaming down her face. She was clutching him so unwaveringly, she didn't want him to leave, and she didn't want him to disappear again. She wanted him to stay this way.

He pondered her words for a moment. She wanted to take the risk with him. "Hey," he muttered whipping the falling tears from her face; he always hated to see girls cry this way and wanted desperately to change that and make her cry in pleasure not sadness. She was adorable to say the least and he could feel this delicate moment tugging at the rigidity of his heart, "Don't cry," he soothed softly, "There's no need to cry," he hummed. At that moment he realized how much he loved her.

It was strange to see her so weak at his hands, so at his mercy, and silently wished he could be too. They held each other closer. It killed her every time he went away, not knowing when she would see him again. The tears stopped as she regained her composure staring up at him with anticipation of his answer.

"I meant what I said in there when I asked you, so the offer still stands. Would you like to have dinner with me?"

"I would like that," her face was slightly flushed from crying, but it didn't matter, he could've look at it all day.

"Good," was his simple reply. He tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, "Does eight tomorrow night work for you?"

She nodded still tucked into his chest, "That's fine." He smiled that smile again and he kissed her chastely as if it were there normal custom of parting. "Prefect," he didn't give a damn at this point, he wanted to make love to this woman not just have sex with her, "I'll see you at eight tomorrow night," he paused and kissed her again but more forcibly this time. He pushed her against the brick wall that stood behind her and moved from her lips to her neck biting it, sucking the sensitive flesh, leaving his own mark against the dark background of her skin as if to tell all bystanders that she belonged to someone. He was in love with this woman and he didn't have the faintest idea what to do. She felt his muscles tense as he withdrew away from the grace of her body. His strong hands held her shoulders, "I'll be Noatak," he whispered as he slipped his hands away. It was their deal, their little secret.

She watched him down the block, suddenly, realizing that he never gave her a place to meet him, "Hey, where should I meet you?"

Without turning, he shouted, "Don't worry, I'll find you. I'm bringing you back to my apartment, after all, to cook you dinner, and I don't want to give that information away to the Avatar."

I must've made him happy she thought as she laughed at his playfulness, thoroughly enjoying this unseen side of him, "I didn't know you could cook!" It was strange that he would cook for her, usually it was the other way around; this man was so intriguing, but Korra was never one for clean-cut gender roles. The South Pole was lenient with them but the North was not; her uncle was especially an extremist when it came to tradition and maintaining the practices.

She could hear his low chuckle as he turned the corner, "Rest easy, I promise not to poison you. My mother taught me how to act and cook better than that," and with that the mysterious man was gone.

Korra sighed and pulled her parka hood taut around her neck in order to conceal the new mark he had so graciously bestowed her. She was tired and her feet ached horribly for some odd reason; she called the nearest cab and hopped in it. The ride was relatively calm, but her mind was running back and forth a million times a minute. He worked her up like no other man she had ever met in her life, and prayed that her heart won't led her astray.

-0-

"Korra, you made it!" Bolin yelled across the pool, the air was thick with the pungent smell of chlorine while the walls were slick with steam, "I was afraid you got kidnapped again," Bolin shouted; Mako promptly dunked his head in the water.

"Sorry, Korra, my brother is kind of an idiot at times," Mako stated since it had not even been a full day after her release.

"You know Amon is a scary dude," the earthbender comically imitated a hulking monster stalking it's pray, "I mean I don't even sleep well after that incident with him," the Firebender dunked his brother again, praying that he'll get the message to shut his mouth the next time he gets the urge to open it and spew something insensitive.

"I'm happy you made it, Korra!" Asami greeted politely, she was sitting at the edge of her pool allowing her legs to hang over the side into the warm pool water below. The girl kicked her feet back and forth.

The Avatar took a seat on a vacant lounge chair watching the three take delight in the indoor pool; she had to acknowledge the fact that it looked pretty enjoyable but her mind was off in other places thinking about other things.

"Korra, you ok?" Mako asked with unease. He hoped that his brother's comments hadn't brought up unpleasant memories. He knew that she loved to swim and seeing her sit quietly as they bumbled around in the water disconcerted him, "Would you like to swim?"

"If you need to borrow a suit, Korra, I have one for you," Asami offered.

"No, I'm fine here. I'm plenty exhausted," she lied, her heart was actually still racing, "You guys have settled right in haven't you?" the Avatar teased the brothers.

"You got that right," Bolin agreed, he floated with his belly to the surface of the water and rested his hands in a relaxing position behind his head, "It's heaven on earth here."

The waterbender beamed from Bolin's cheerfulness happy he was recovering from losing their home in the arena's attic. The probending arena had been shut down by the police department for further investigations the day after the attack. It was unknown when it would be reopened again. Hopefully before the next season started because many of the administrators and fighters, including the two bending brothers, were put out of work. She turned her attention toward Asami, "It's funny, I've never worn a bathing suit in my life."

"You've never worn a bathing suit?" Asami asked raptly.

"Yeah, we just swim in our bindings in the South Pole or in nothing at all; we're pretty traditional I guess," they mostly swam in the nude since the water was so cold and getting ones clothing wet resulted in a higher chance of hypothermia.

"Must be annoying to wrap yourself up every day," Asami commented.

"You get pretty used to it," Korra leaned back on her forearms, "So, what do you have planned for today? Make-overs? Shopping?" Mako and Bolin groaned over the girl talk tiling their heads back into the hot surface of the water.

"No, I have something more exciting in mind," Asami admitted playfully.

All four exited the pool and entered into a lavishly decorated changing room, which divided into a men's and women's sides. Done changing from their wet suits, Bolin and Asami left go tell the mechanics in the garage to get the cars ready and started, which left Mako and Korra alone in the combined dressing room for a bit of time.

Mako opened a large chest and tossed the waterbender a racing suit that was roughly her size, and grabbed one for himself, "Here put this on, you'll go faster," he suggested as he took the seat beside her.

"What are we doing exactly?"

"Racing cars of course."

"Woah, this is going to be cool!" She moved her arms around attempting to take off her parka but it got caught on her elbow.

"Here let me help you," with the aid of a small upward pull from the Firebender the parka came off cleanly, unfortunately, without the parka her purple prize on her neck was left in plain sight. Mako knew a hickey when he saw one, he wasn't a dimwit.

"Where'd you get that that?" he asked causally fingering the love mark. He couldn't recall if it was there last night, she had been wearing her parka then.

"I got it at the equalist compound," she explained quickly making an effort to avoid undesirable questions.

"But you told us that Amon didn't hurt you."

"He didn't," she defended.

"Then why the hell do you have a hickey on your neck?" he inquired sharply.

"Why does it even matter?" she covered her mark with her hand and slapped his away, "You give plenty of them to Asami. Why should you care at all about what I do with my life?" He thought that she was acting reckless because she was still angry about how he told her down a couple of weeks ago. He still had the firm belief that she was interested in him, but they never did anything. Not even shared a kiss; she didn't understand why he was acting so overprotective. He didn't even have to right to dote over her like this anyway.

"Because you're my friend and I do care about you, Korra," she couldn't take his two-sidedness anymore because it was unfair to both her and Asami. His actions and show of affection turned her off, and she could see that he was trying to make a move on her. Perhaps, he was afraid of losing her.

"Look, Mako," the Avatar declared softly, "I know we've have had the issue of complicated feelings toward each other in the past," she rested her hand on top his, "But I want you to be fair to Asami, okay, and you don't have to worry about me. I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself."

"Who is it? It's not that shady guy, Noatak?"

She was trying to be the bigger person, but he was making it almost impossible to keep her temper in check. "What possibly do you have against him?" she spat with indigence. He had only met him once.

"So it is him!" he determined by weighing her reaction, "That guy didn't give out good vibes. Stay away from him, Korra," he warned.

"And when did you become my father?" she questioned bitterly, "And when do I have to listen to you? Remember we are not seeing each other, so stop getting so jealous," the firebender was clearly rattled by her remark.

"I'm not jealous! I know bad people when I see them; I just know, okay! I've worked with thugs since I was eight, don't tell me I don't know what I'm talking about," he shouted furiously. He released a tense breath trying to calm himself, "Sorry, it's hard not to worry when one of your best friends is captured by the most notorious criminals since the Fire Lord Ozai," he joked awkwardly endeavoring to lighten the mood, but the whole exchange had caused much guilt and unnecessary tension, "I know I'm not good with this stuff, Korra, and I want you to know that always be here for you."

"I'm happy you are," she finally ended not wanting to endure the painful conversation any longer; she tugged the racing suit behind her, "Is there a bathroom anywhere?"

"Yeah, upstairs. I think it's the first door to your right."

Her strides were efficient and powerful; she was trying to get as far away from him as fast as possible. The Avatar walked by Mr. Sato's office door picking up on his exuberantly loud conversation he was having on the phone with someone who sounded important. At first, she thought it was a client but her understanding of the phone call changed as she connected the dots together, "No, no, no, I assure you, everything is going exactly as planned. Uh-um, yes... Luckily, the Cabbage Corp investigation has bought us enough time," out of curiosity she lowered her eye looking through the tiny slit of the key hole, so this is the restricted vision Amon has to deal with, what a bitch,she thought, How the hell do you even see anything? She couldn't make out much, only the moving blurb that she labeled as Asami's father assuming that there wouldn't be anyone else in the room during a private conversation like this. The Avatar briefly thought about the likelihood of Asami's Father being involved with the equalist cause; it was feasible. Anything seemed more likely as the prospect of Noatak being the masked man became more and more believable. Sato did have the means to back up the equalist cause too. Perhaps, the whole Cabbage Crop scandal was a set-up contrived by Future Industries in order to gain more influence over the markets. The move would give FI more power and resources to use, but Mr. Sato already had a tremendous amount of power in the markets, both locally and internationally, to support his company for years, since he was the first and only manufacture in the world to produce satomobile cars as cheaply and efficiently as he did. Cabbage Corp was his only real competition until they were knocked off the market by Chief Bei Fong and her cronies. From her obstructed vision, Korra could make out the entrepreneur's worked up demeanor as he continued to converse with the man on the other line; his ambition to gain more influence and territory made her duly mistrustful. She just felt that the man was coordinating something nefarious and she couldn't take her mind off the fact that she had always pictured Mr. Sato as a mad scientist, which didn't help him much in keeping him on the good side in her mind. She persisted on listening to the conversation until the close of it, "Trust me, by the end of the week we'll be ready to strike!" He plopped the phone down against its holder with so much force it sounded like he broke it.

He started to walk towards the door and Korra had a sudden panic attack. She stalked away from his office door as quietly and inconspicuously as possible, which didn't end well. She was never really lauded for her discreetness and clumsily ran into the wall next to the powder room. It wasn't her fault that she had overheard his conversation; the guy talked like he had hearing problems. She was kind of inured to hearing defects since Katara had issues with her ears too. Her waterbending master always denied it though, stating that her hearing ability was a hundred percent but the young waterbender knew that it wasn't normal to listen to the radio on the loudest volume. She turned the corner quickly dropping the all-leather racing suit to the red velvet-covered floor.

All she could think at the moment as she pacing down to the lavish front stairs, which flittered into a large and ostentatious welcoming rotunda, was how Noatak had known her presence would be at the Estate. The Sato Mansion was a safe house for Equalists. There were probably equalists walking around unnoticed throughout the entire mansion, and probably made faces at her when she wasn't looking. She could picture them wearing their normal day clothes instead of their equalist garb; no one would ever suspect them. It was a genius idea. Once she made it to the ground floor, nausea manifested in the pit of her stomach followed by an aching desire to leave.

She made a beeline to the door only to be stopped by Asami. A racing helmet was situated in her hand, "You're leaving? But you just got here, I-I thought..."

The waterbender stopped her short, "I'm sorry Asami," everyone eyed her with new found suspicion, even the Butler. Maybe he was in with the Equalist. She shuffled backward in awkwardness. Her hands extended out behind her searching for the doorknob, "Uh, sorry! I forgot, I'm supposed to airsit, I mean babybend, I-I mean babysit the airbender kids. See you later!" She slammed the door behind her, happy to be free from their heavy stares.

-0-

A small scale investigation followed the next day, and the sleepless night before didn't aid the waterbender at all when her friends snapped at her for forthrightly accusing Asami's Father of conspiring with the infamous terrorist group. Mako was the most vexed by it. The city was basically at war, if she had a lead into an essentially unknown organization with seemingly limitless resources then why wouldn't she seize the opportunity and investigate it? It was just unfortunate that the alleged accomplice was Asami's Father. The possibility of Hiroshi Sato having a hand involved in the impending Equalist coup over the city wasn't the sudden cause of her paucity of sleep: it was both Noatak and Amon.

The next day happened faster than she would have liked to believe. A tip was given to her the night before and a worker spilled his guts in front of Tenzin, Lin, and her. Hiroshi, currently, was on thin ice and the Avatar was waiting patiently in the cargo hold with two dozen other policemen in the Police Infiltration Blimp. Mako and Bolin were already at the mansion relaxing with Asami. They thought the investigation had been closed but they had been misinformed.

The group of policemen paraded determinedly behind their chief as they penetrated the mansion doors. Korra and Tenzin followed closely behind. Asami busted into the room with a rage that was hardly ever associated with her, "What are you doing here?"

"We have reason to believe that there's a factory hidden below the mansion," Lin explained bluntly.

Asami only narrowed her eyes in skepticism and disgust, and the Avatar made a conscious effort to not make eye contact, "I think I would've noticed if there was a factory underneath my own house. The lies you people come up with just to persecute my father," Korra could believe Asami's steadfast denial because it was a difficult notion to believe about the man who had raised her. Destroying an image of someone, especially one that is held so highly and respectively, is tough to do for both the person receiving the truth and the one unraveling it.

"Where is your father?" Tenzin sounded friendly compared to Lin's cold, informal tone.

"In his workshop, behind the house."

The girl was shocked as she ran into Father's workshop to find him nowhere. Korra hid behind the metalbenders. "Dad, Hello?" Asami pointlessly called out as if he would respond. The officers circled the entire enclosure approaching Lin only when they were certain no one else was in the room, "Chief, the estate's been secured. No one has left the workshop since we arrived."

"Perhaps we just couldn't see him leaving," Lin stated. She wasn't going to give up that quickly because her job as well as the future of Republic City was on the line. Korra recognized the seismic sense technique that Lin was using; her mother was made famous by it. The technique was the way Toph overcame her blindness, and was one of the most efficient ways to search a large building. It would be a useful skill, but Korra never had much success with it as a result the lack of refinement in her earthbending.

"There's a tunnel beneath the workshop running deep into the mountainside," Lin earthbent the metal sole of her shoe back in place. She lifted her arms to exposing a hidden shaft and elevator; it was foreboding sight, the platform simply sitting there daring them to see what was going on below the surface.

Korra's heart fell for Asami, "What? There's no tunnel," she murmured despite the fact that Lin had uncovered it seconds earlier.

Bolin- being his normal, unsubtle self- asked, "Do you think your dad knows about this tunnel?"

The girl stumbled backward, and Mako caught her shoulders to steady her, "I don't understand. There must be an explanation," her friends were stunned that the Avatar's intuition was correct. Korra reached out for Asami making an effort to assuage her discomfort, "Maybe you don't know everything about your father, I'm sorry."

The Chief disrupted the quiet movement between them as she commanded her officers to their positions; she wanted no causalities today, "Officers," she extended her finger toward the stairs, "into the tunnel. Be cautious." The officers obeyed with no doubt of her judgment, but as Mako, Bolin, and Asami commenced down the tunnel behind her valued officers Lin stopped them short. She jabbed her finger menacingly toward the trio, and the Avatar felt the culpability poring over her, "Uh-uh, you three stay up here," and designated an officer to oversee their stay, "Officer Song, keep an eye on them." Same as the others, the man humbly saluted his chief and pulled back from the group. Lin was already ten steps in front of Tenzin and Korra as she descended the stairs to the elevator. What really killed her was looking back at her friends, their faces defined by a somber melancholy that she was guilty of being the instigator of. The firebender was especially dejected; she could see his self-loathing in his sad, burnt eyes.

The platform moved down rather quickly for how large it was. Yellow sodium lights illuminated the dark pathway down into an open area which spanned larger than Republic City's bending arena itself. Korra thought she was in more of a surprise than Asami was upstairs looking at the sheer immensity of the compound; there was Amon paraphernalia nailed and hung everywhere. Hiroshi wasn't just a sympathizer and advocate to the Equalist cause but a full blown co-conspirator.

"Not your average backyard workshop," Lin stated anxiously looking around, most likely the biggest understatement of the night.

The waterbender felt herself take a few steps forward discovering large metal contraptions modeled crudely in the form of a human beings, "And I'm guessing those are the new weapons."

The capacious room was eerily serene, forcing the unshakable police officers to stand on end. Korra swore that she could hear their armor rattling, "Hiroshi is lying alright," Tenzin concluded firmly, "But where is he?"

Suddenly, in an eruption of lurid noises, huge metal-like walls ascended into the air leaving the group without any proper escape route. The policemen immediately attempted to bend it to no avail. Mr. Sato's voice boomed on overhead speakers. They had known that they were coming all along, "I'm afraid you won't be able to metalbend that wall, Chief Beifong," unnatural green lights were turned on around them, encompassing them in a strange sea of green. Their hands rose to their faces in order to shield their eyes from the offensive glare, "It's solid platinum," Hiroshi boasted arrogantly. The machines Korra had revealed earlier were now alive and moving. The robotic machines approached the group with expectation, "My mecha tanks are platinum as well," the center mega suit continued. Hiroshi was inside controlling the gadget, "Not even your renowned mother could bend a metal so pure." Korra's stomach quivered in nervousness, she didn't know if there was any possibility of making it out alive. She glanced over at Tenzin, he had children to raise and educate and then at Lin, who had so much good left in her life. Her hands tensed into fists intent on winning the fight. It was almost nine at night now and her wrath seemed to have no end in sight, "Hiroshi, I knew you were a lying, you no good Equalist! Come out here and-"

"And do what, young Avatar? Face the wrath of your bending? No. I think I'll fight from inside here where my odds are a little more... equal."

"That source was a set-up! You lured us down here!" Lin accused fiercely.

"Guilty as charged," Mr. Sato returned with a sinister smile as his tanks advanced forward planking them on all sides. The battle only lasted a total of five minutes. Everyone fought valiantly, but they were outnumbered and outgunned. The new weapons were just too much to handle. The Avatar, the airbender, and the chief all laid unresponsive on the ground. Korra's vision was spotty as she attempted to look around; desperation started to seep into her mind as she stretched her arms vainly toward her mentors. Amon was there, walking toward her; his cocksure nature shown through his posture. Korra couldn't see Amon's disgruntled look beneath the mask as he gazed down at her weakened body, his hands were behind his back. Hiroshi walked up beside him, "Well, I'd say that was a near flawless test run."

"Yes, it was," Amon agreed, his lieutenant stood at his other side.

"What do you want us to do with the Avatar and her friends?" Amon looked out onto the field of unconscious bodies, "I'll take care of the Avatar. Take the rest under custody and put them in central holding. I will deal with them, later, when I have more time to spare."

"Yes, right away, sir".

Amon's large frame bent down towards her body. All she could see was the blur of his mask as he picked her body up in his arms. He carried her bridal style toward the nearest transport car and placed her down in the back of it. Unbeknownst to him, the bending brothers had just miraculously infiltrated the secret factory from below acquiring both the councilmen and the Chief of Police. He could hear the commotion from the front seat of the car.

He was already irritated enough. Now all he wanted to do was scare the Firebender senseless; he ducked out of the car setting his sights on the two brothers. The earthbender instantly reacted to his presence shuttering next to his older brother. He walked closer reveling in the boy's absolute fear. Despite his arrival, the Firebender didn't cease his banter at Hiroshi, "Sponsoring our team, supporting the Avatar. It was all just a big cover!" the tall boy turned his attention toward Amon, "And you! You monster! Where is she! You can't take her away again!" he shouted.

Amon only laughed, "I can do whatever I please with her," he walked even closer, the brothers both stepped back. There was a hole in the ground, that's how they were able to enter, "I'm afraid that you are in no position to make allegations," he paced closer to brothers, "Look at the sight you," he eyed the firebender, "Tomorrow the headlines will say: The great probender saves the city, but all you are is weak, pathetic. I'll make sure to take your bending first when I have the chance." The masked continued to step closer with every word. Mako was losing ground rapidly. Fire burned inside him. He wanted to rip the man to shreds, but he knew that he was baiting him.

Hiroshi added angrily, "You know, the most difficult part was watching my daughter traipse around with a firebending, street rat like you!" he zapped his glove aggressively stepping in front of the hooded man.

"Control yourself," Amon commanded firmly, pushing him aside. He had no patience for Sato today.

"Dad stop!" it was his daughter, "Why are you doing this?" The masked man stood with his back to both the father and daughter as he circled again wanting to watch the bending brothers; the firebender wouldn't leave without his girlfriend.

"Sweetie," Mr. Sato started off, all his fatherly tone had been coarsened, "I wanted to keep you out of this as long as I could. But now you know the truth, please, forgive me. These people," he extended his hand toward the brothers, "these benders. They took away your mother, the love of my life. They've ruined the world, but with Amon we can fix it and build a perfect world together. We can help people like us, everywhere!" Amon was so unnaturally still it unsettled almost everyone in the room, Hiroshi took off one of his gloves and offered it to his distressed daughter. A chance the hooded man would never give to the presently unstable girl, "Join me, Asami."

By now Korra, had regained consciousness. She rolled around in the back of the van; she tried to unlock the door but Amon had locked it. That was certainly nice of him. She peeked through the back window watching the showdown unfold in front of her. Amon was in the middle of it all, amazingly with his back turned toward most of the action. It was as if he didn't have the slightest care about Hiroshi or anyone else in the room. He seemed like he was only using Sato for his capitol and weapons. The Avatar released a gasp as Asami accepted the glove from her father to only stab him in the back with it. Asami charged toward the lieutenant quickly trouncing him with an impressive display of self-defense. Korra found a new level of respect for the girl as she moved to Amon wasting no time. The Equalist leader still had his back turned away from her, which placed the odds in the inventor daughter's favor. Korra was expecting at least some bit of a struggle, but in a blink of an eye the masked man sideswiped the Sato heiress with his foot forcing to her knees. With the girl momentarily disabled, Amon effortlessly confiscated the glove from her hand to break it beneath the weight of his foot. His attack was so flawless and fluid Korra barely had a second to see it all.

"Do you know how much those cost?" Mr. Sato yelled angrily as he stood to his feet.

"I'm sure you can make another one, Sato," the Equalist leader spoke in a furiously sardonic tone. He pushed the girl with his foot to the bending brothers ordering, "Go back to the city and tell what had conspired here. Then I will hunt the rest of your putrid kind down. Tell every one of the desolation and hopelessness that is left for the future of benders until it becomes commonplace," the boys remained still. The words of the masked man were starkly terrifying. The leader spoke with so much surged confidence it seemed to leak through the slits of his mask like serpents of bad fortune. The masked man pushed forward his vision of ultimate equality in front of their noses whether they liked it or not announcing its imminence. The earthbender had already experienced Amon's practically unbeatable prowess. Bolin grasped Asami's arm while his brother gripped onto the other pulling her back into the trench.

"Why are you giving them my daughter?"

"An uncommitted imp has no place in the revolution. You will get your daughter back soon enough," he confided as he stalked past the portly inventor. Amon raised his hands to address his troops, paying no more attention to the bending brothers, "Get the rest of the officers to the transport. We leave immediately."

"We had a deal!" Hiroshi shouted.

Amon turned and faced the enraged man, "I suggest for your own good, Mr. Sato, that you keep your mouth shut before I do it for you," Sato glanced at the man somberly, his eye glasses were broken; he looked like a disheveled old man lost in the lust of war and revenge.

"Mako! Bolin!" Korra shouted slamming against the back window pane of the van. She rammed her body violently against the van door in attempt to open it. Unsuccessful, the Avatar attempted once more with the aid of a fire blast. Her foot broke through the window. A shard of glass sliced through her foot, she lurched backward in pain. The blood began to trickle through her boot staining it red. Shooting her arm through the broken window, she opened the door from the outside and freed herself. Her heel was damaged badly, but the adrenaline rush masked all of the excruciating pain.

"Korra!" the Firebender shouted back feverishly. He dropped Lin and Asami in the makeshift escape tunnel, which his brother was already making progress through. Mako jumped up to the ledge but Bolin had already earthbent the hole closed; they had been in there too long. They had to get Korra at another more opportune time.

"We have to get her!" he yelled shaking his brother in the darkness.

Bolin's eyes were big with fear, "We can't there's too many of them, bro, it is impossible! I'm sorry, but we have to get these people out first."

"Bolin! They already had Korra once and released her, what are they going to do now? I wouldn't let them have her again!" the firebender started to claw at the packed dirt above his head, his brother wasn't going to open it. Above, Korra staggered around, her path marked by blood. The tunnel was her only chance; she was caught with nowhere to run.

"Now what was the point of that, Avatar?" he sounded offended, "I locked you in that van for a reason, now you have gone off and hurt yourself." The equalists were confounded by their leader's leniency with the Avatar. It was as if he were playing a game.

"Stay away from me!" she hissed from the corner of the room, her hands prepared to fight. He was tired looking at her through his mask.

"Detain her!" he ordered evenly. His men overpowered her wrists and limps restraining her in their ropes. She was thrown into a different van, "Meet me back at headquarters. Bring the others to central holding and process them there. I'll handle the Avatar."
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Chapter 8

He carried the limp Avatar over his shoulder, dipping it slightly so that his metal shoulder covering would not cut uncomfortably into her midsection. He placed her down on the solitary chair that stood in front of his desk. Her boot was soaked with blood leaving stains on the gray shirt of his uniform. In the van, the young girl was far too problematic to deal with so he had knocked her out, understanding that her temperament was the effect of the commotion that had recently transpired in Sato's factory. The masked man looked at the unconscious girl sitting in front of him and had no idea why he was doing this; it was this need that was exposing itself inside his being, begging him. Perhaps, the yearning had always been present walking aimlessly inside his soul; it just didn't manifest itself until she appeared from the docks of Republic City the day he first met her. When he first saw her, the world did not seem to spin off balance or suddenly suspend in mid-stride, it was just a simple moment. A moment when they had no idea the other existed and the prospect of finding out: he was merely a man reading and she a newcomer to the unruliness of the streets. He couldn't confess openly to himself- or to anyone for that matter- that he had analyzed that specific moment a million times before and every time he recognized that he had overlooked something. The more he thought about it and the longer he reflected, he knew something irregular nudged his heart that day as he stared at the nameless woman in front of him. It was small and unnoticeable at first but it was there laying dominant inside his impenetrable heart. It was the extraordinary feeling of love not just attraction or lust.

With tremendous care, he tucked the loose strands of her chestnut hair behind her ears as he scrutinized her body for other serious injuries. There were none to be found only few scrapes and bruises. He detected her heartbeat and checked her breathing, which were both normal. Amon had hindered the flow of blood to her foot by the use of his bloodbending when he was in the van to slow the bleeding. Unfortunately, he could sense there were still shards of glass lodged in the base of her heel.

His second in command entered the room. Concern was laced thickly in his tone, "Wouldn't you want to put her in a cell, sir?" the Lieutenant asked, "I'm sure the medics can take care of her there. You don't have to do it." He closed the office door behind him watching Amon as he removed her shoe. The Avatar's eyes were slowly drooping open. She was waking up but his Lieutenant could not see from his position behind him. Amon peeked into her eyes and he could tell that she was in pain even though she tried to hide it; her hand gripped his armored forearm. Every voice in the Avatar's head urged her to run but the masked man's eyes pleaded for her to stay calm, they cut right through her. They were so gallantly still and radiated an intense felling of protection in his deep hues of blue.

"No, she stays here," the hooded man ordered rigidly as he jumped to his feet, and the Avatar closed her eyes. He stalked past the goggled man to access his bedroom, which was connected by a door to the side. Many nights he wouldn't even sleep in his bed and the Lieutenant would find him dozed off at his desk. The long nights of tedious drudgery of law making and economic formulas; certainly he loved speaking of political theorems and theoretical fiscal regulation but those lofty ideas were long in the making. He had slaved for years in order to get the revolution to the place it is now; he studied endlessly with the goal in mind that he was bettering the world, that he was nothing like his father. That somehow all the suffering he had endured would be worth something in the end, but he couldn't fathom an explanation for his listlessness in apprehension in regarding his feelings for the Avatar. The only explanation was that he was falling for her. He had worked so hard to come to this point and he just seemed to be at peace with letting her in, the person who he had been taught to detest since his childhood. Amon removed his gray, bloodstained shirt returning to his office only wearing his trousers, boots, and a sleeveless undershirt.

"Sir, it's impractical to leave her unrestrained near all your work," his second in command shouted caustically, "Why are doing this? Is there a purpose, sir? I'm sure a group of chi-blockers could keep her in check."

He turned sharply looking his subordinate directly in the eyes through the slits of his mask. The Lieutenant did not know much about his leader in the sense of his past and had always left those questions about his struggle as a boy alone; he had seen the scars that marred his face and there was no clarification needed to be spoken of his past. The soldier did, however, know that he was very dedicated to and passionate about his work and its completion. He wasn't afraid of his leader for he had served under him for years and in many ways he still continued to instill awe in him, "Why there's always a purpose, my dear Lieutenant," the words slipped through his mask with an air of petulance, "I said that she stay here. Are you questioning my authority?"

"No, no, sir," the man apologized, "Please take no offense but may I have the privilege of speaking my mind?"

"Granted."

He lowered his gaze, "You have been acting peculiar lately. Leaving the Avatar unbounded in your office is…," he struggled to find an appropriate word, "quite odd."

He considered his subordinate's comment, "Is there something that you're not telling me, Yama?"

The man was caught off guard. He only ever addressed him with his real name once before. He guessed that he wanted it straight from him, "Some of the man are questioning your clemency regarding the Avatar and are beginning to show doubt."

"Thank you for informing me," he paused. Was it his recent disappearances that had put his followers on edge? He needed to be more careful. He was being too careless, "if they have a problem with me they should come and address directly. I don't need my second in command weeding out insubordination." He was surprised to find himself unfazed. He just couldn't bring himself to care at the moment. He had other things on his mind. He glanced down at the motionless girl. Slowly, his focus returned to his Lieutenant whose expression still harbored a dubious undertone, "Is there anything else bothering you, Lieutenant?" Amon remained quiet as he waited for his subordinate to alleviate anymore of his fears but he did not speak.

"Then if you have nothing more to say, I suggest you leave, Lieutenant, before I lose the last of my patience," he stated darkly. The man didn't move a muscle. It was if he wasn't going to leave without seeing the Avatar in a cell himself. Amon clenched his jaw underneath his mask. The lieutenant was unknown of this, the masked man looked as calm as he was before, "Would you like me to kill the Avatar in front of you? Would that prove something to you?"

The lieutenant shook his goggled head, swallowing hard, "No, sir," he finally stated.

His wave of anger subsided momentarily. He needed to show a sign of his allegiance, "You have nothing to fear," he spoke plainly, "The revolution is upon us and you needn't worry about me or my resolve. We will end this and an era of equality will come. Always believe in the idea of Equaity, my dear brother: speak it, live it, breathe it," he rested a hand on his shoulder tapping it assuredly. He moved from the man's personal space to lean against his desk, and folded his arms displaying his potent shoulders, "I will place her in a cell when I am finished with her. You may take your leave."

The soldier lowered his head in respect of his leader's orders shutting the door behind him without uttering another word. Amon released a sigh from his body and moved back to tending to the girl's mangled foot. The Avatar had been silent the entire time they had been talking.

"So threatening to kill someone is how you get people off your back?" she asked with amusement.

He crouched beside her, his fingers dipped into her gash as cleaned it with a damp rag. He heard her voice hitch as her body faintly recoiled back in discomfort. His fingertips were covered in red, but blood did not disgust him; blood was something that belonged to everyone. He always enjoyed the ambivalence of blood, how the iron red substance both exemplified life and death, "Fear is one of the most powerful things in the world," he answered as he poked around the sizable gap removing the last large piece of remaining glass, "The only thing more powerful than fear is love." Korra felt a tick in her blood, the feeling always occurred when he was around her. What she defined as a tick was his bloodbending signature. He was searching for the remainder of the small pieces of glass in her foot.

"If you say that than there's no need to place fear inside the hearts of your men."

"Without fear there is no discipline, no control. If you were a ruler whose tactics were based off the foundation of love, by all means your people would adore and cherish you but that's in an ideal world, Avatar. Men are cruel beasts fueled only by self-interest, thus, the lovable king passes mysteriously in the night while someone else takes the lead; a person who most likely had a hand in the 'sudden' death of the king, a person who is more determined and ruthless," he elucidated, "Love is the strongest, but it always places a person at their weakest," she listened intently to his words. His voice was soft and deep, "Certainly, the lovable king will be missed by the people but not remembered," his analogy was perplexing to her. Amon completed cleaning the wound as he finished his explanation.

"Why wouldn't he be remembered?"

"Because, Avatar, he was so focused on how people perceived him that he neglected to do anything useful, lasting, or worthwhile. If there were no enemies made then there was no progress; if you want something productive done one must not be concerned with petty things but the bigger picture," focusing his mind on the gash he stopped the bleeding permanently mending the flesh; he didn't look like he was bending and that was how he was able to heal it in front of her. Korra watched his arms and hands at work; she couldn't help but point out how incredibly good shape he was for his age. The muscles in his arms pulled and flexed by the light of his desk lamp.

"But you're caught up in your own image too. What makes you such a good leader?" Korra asked curiously, coming from an overconfident person like he was, the answer would probably be a long amplification of his superiority but it wasn't. The masked man simply looked up from his crouched position as he finished healing her wound, "I just know how to play the game," he answered suggestively in a low tone; she could almost catch him smirking. The waterbender smiled and blushed excessively from his comment, too flustered to respond, she decided to change the subject, "How did you do that?" She was talking about her now practically restored heel; the shooting pains she once felt were no longer there. It was similar to the trick he had performed before when she cut her finger. He had left the gash slightly opened, not healing it all the way through as to not arise suspicion. The masked man opted to leave that query unanswered and was pleased to see the tension in the girl's face dissipate as he wrapped the wound in clean, white linens. Shadows curled around his mask as he tilted his head towards hers. The red dot didn't same as intrusive as it was before, it didn't remind her of the fears she once held. He remained silent staring into her eyes, the mask made it difficult to determine his emotion but Korra could see something different gleaming in his blue eyes. For the most part, he was inscrutable to her and his expressions and his kind actions were an enigma that she couldn't solve.

"What do you want from me?"

"What would you like me to say?"

"The truth."

Now he directed his gaze to the floor as if he were ashamed, "I can't tell you the truth," he whispered. She swung her body on the chair brushing her legs against his bare arms, all of a sudden he placed himself between them, "but I would love to pretend to," he stated roughly holding her strong thighs. She could feel his hard and calloused hands through the fabric of her thin cotton pants. His palms made tough from the multitude of trials and tribulations he had endured throughout his enigmatic existence and made coarse from countless days of work. Her mind couldn't stop as she desired to make something else hard too. The Avatar attempted to quiet her emerging arousal but it was pointless as flurry of emotion and adrenaline rushed through her veins: she craved the man in front of her.

"You wanna play?" the Avatar spoke mischievously as she fingered his mask with care; the man didn't resist only encouraged her by rubbing her legs more provocatively as he pressed his firm chest closer to her womanhood. She untied the leather strings that held his mask in place. His voice was lewd and demanding, "Close your eyes," he turned off the light. It was his last attempt at keeping his identity a secret but there was no point anyway. Perhaps, he was still determined in destroying her and maybe he would, but the Avatar disregarded those lingering thoughts of uncertainty as his hands moved to cup her face. She felt her body react by moving closer to him, slipping her hands in his hair. She felt his bodyweight gracefully lurch forward as he pressed his body closer catching her lips in his. The distinct noise of porcelain hitting the ground could be heard as Korra dropped the mask. Neither pulled away enjoying the way each other felt. For the slightest moment she opened her eyes. Even in darkness of the room she could tell it was him, it always had been. He opened his and at the moment he didn't seem to care about the fate of his identity anymore. He seized her lips again intent on continuing to explore her mouth with unyielding vigor; she was so warm and inviting. The waterbender wasn't in the least deterred or daunted by the revealing of his identity because in truth she knew absolutely nothing about him. There were no scars which marred his face or any unevenness of skin to designate a mutilation, therefore, making Amon and his story a lie. He was always vague with his wording and his actions always had an underlying manipulative purpose. There was no way of verifying his supposed orphanage story because there could be no evidence of it. Noatak, who was embracing her so ardently now, revealed no more information but his name and his occupation. His fingers pulled at her shirt and the Avatar decided that she was alright, for the moment, with that fact that he was only a mystery. He pulled away to kiss her neck, dropping down into the hollow of it. Her hands crept toward his shirt pulling it off as she slipped down his suspenders exposing his athletic build. She gripped his powerful muscles with eager hands and the Avatar felt as if his lips were creating sparks against her skin. She moaned in delight from the ecstasy that his skilled mouth created. Noatak was quick to find her lips again; the vehement kiss that followed was something close to unreal as they embraced each other in total desire. The darkness wrapped and curled around their bodies. He picked her up effortlessly in his arms as she naturally wrapped her legs around his waist, he smiled, "I'll be Noatak," he murmured as he captured her mouth again carrying her to his bedroom. Korra didn't know what to think of the masked man anymore; now he was only a ghost of fabrication. He had exposed himself to her not even caring that it could decimate his plans or organization.

He placed her on the bed, drawing her shirt off all the while never breaking the kiss. She flushed in embarrassment as he undid her traditional wrappings with one hand. He was undoubtedly highly adept in intimate situations and had dealt with water tribe woman before. Her full breast were open to the world, and he could sense her mounting embarrassment; she felt vulnerable but she couldn't recognize the glow of admiration in his stare, "There's no reason to be self-conscious," he stated as he straddled her, his breath was hot. He was on top of her placing himself between her legs again. Korra instantly went stiff against his bodyweight, "Relax, Avatar."

"Don't call me by my title, call me by my name," she demanded.

He dipped his head and licked the shell of her ear, "As you wish, Korra," his voice was heavy, "You obviously haven't been with a man like this, have you?" He was implying that she was still a virgin.

The Avatar responded with tentative silence as he looked down at her innocent face, he desired for her to be more comfortable; his hand began to caress her bare side affectionately as the other held her cheek, "Want to know the truth?"

"Yes, yes I do, Noa."

"You're irresistible, Korra," he paused and his words certainly affected her, "I want to make this as pleasurable as possible," he spoke tenderly, "The pain will be worth the elation in the end, I promise."

He started out slowly, as he commenced kissing her again; his tongue sweeping inside her mouth but hers swiftly darted into his as she fought for dominance. He couldn't take his mind off the infallibility of her body's beauty and strength. The cautious start rapidly escalated into a display of pure desire as both roamed each other's bodies with zealous hands. He groped her breasts roughly and Korra rewarded him with groans of pleasure as he playfully sucked on her taut nipples. Suddenly, Korra felt his hand at her entrance. He inserted a finger and the Avatar jumped from the initial shockwaves it sent through her body, he could feel that she was already wet, "Well aren't you eager," he spoke incoherently. She thought she heard him comment about their prearranged date that was ruined, and joked how she intentionally planned the Sato mansion raid just to see him sooner. The Avatar didn't even hear him; she couldn't contain herself as he touched her sensitive lobe down below, pumping his finger up in down to later add a second one. The noises she was making made it difficult for Noatak to contain himself. He couldn't help but watch the girl's face contort into a shining expression of pleasure. His mouth caught any more of the Avatar's low whimpers as his fingers continued on with his wicked magic. She was so responsive to his touch. He could wait no longer, her tight skin rubbed against his swollen member begging him to enter her. Pulling off his pants and slipping hers down, Noatak positioned himself in front of her opening. He breathed a heavy breath beholding her face, "Are you sure you want to do this, Korra?"

She was astounded by his courtesy, even in this state. Suddenly, she didn't feel bogged down by her inexperience anymore because he was fully committed into making her happy. The Avatar nodded trusting him. Beads of sweat formed at her temples.

"Okay," he breathed, "All you have to is trust me."

Gradually, he pressed his girth into her hearing her gasps of surprise and pain underneath him. He almost couldn't restrain himself as he waited for her to adjust to his size. She was so warm, feeling her so close. She felt so good, felt so perfect inside her. He had almost forgotten the tenderness of a woman, but the Avatar was something incongruous with the world. He rolled his hips forward, and she flinched. He kissed her neck in attempt to reduce her discomfort as he pumped once more, to do it again and again. The palpable agony seemed to diminish with every thrust of his hips and soon Korra was screaming with happiness as he hit her hips harder, his hand held her leg for stability. Her nails dug into his strong back as he made love to her, as they became one. Grunting, groaning, he pressed faster smashing into her hips as she grinded against him, "There you go," he moaned excited by her impatience. He could sense that she was nearing her peak as the muffled screams grew louder and louder. His hands were supporting her back as she arched forward, her hands gripping the sheets wildly as her organism passed and the walls of her vagina smashed down hard on his shaft. Her head shot backwards as she released an ear-splitting scream to fall limb. He came a few moments later, his face gleaming. Korra's hand wrapped around his sweaty, shaking, naked body above her. His chest lifted and fell from his heavy breathing as it rubbed against her bare breasts. The waterbender had no idea how to categorize that experience. It was both exhilarating and like nothing she had ever experienced before. He rolled his body off of her and he gathered her up in his arms. He never wanted to let her go.

"That was wonderful," she managed to choke out before her blue eyes closed in fatigue. He kissed her forehead, and the Avatar fell fast asleep both exhausted from losing her virginity and weary from the fight that had conspired a few hours earlier. He clutched her naked body in wonder and affection. His eyelids too began to fall from weariness, "You want to know the truth Korra?" he mumbled coarsely, "I'm from the Northern Water Tribe. I am no orphan, I had family once. My brother was councilman Tarrlok and my father was Yukone. And I'm bender, the worst kind, a bloodbender. I'm a liar and a fraud… I only hope one day you'll forgive me for all the evil I've done, and I know it's not right of me…" but she couldn't hear any of it, he stared at her angelic face, "but I think I'm in love with you," he murmured as sleep conquered his mind. She would be his and only his.
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Korra awoke in a different room. Her mind shifted uneasily as the arousing vivacity of her dream subsided. She didn't know where she was. Her eyes peeked down and she realized that her hands were shaking. She lifted them to her face. What happened and why was she feeling this way? Then the events of the night before came rushing back to her. Her dream was merely the echo of it.

She was in a kind of shock trying believe that her affair with her greatest enemy actually happened. She looked all around her. He was nowhere to be found with only four lackluster walls to give her comfort.

Then suddenly her feelings of bliss renewed into dread. He was just using her just like he was using his lieutenant. It all was just a game to him anyway, and, boy, was he good at it. She couldn't help but concede that she wanted it too. Hot tears rolled down her cheeks from her confliction.

She could still feel his body weight on top of her as if it could never leave her, and the pressure of his fingertips against her glowing skin. How could she remove this weight? It was wrong, and she found that she didn't give damn if it crushed her. She thought that she needed to feel ashamed because that was the correct way she should react but instead sense of pride and satisfaction remained. She tucked her face into her knees crying softly.

The Avatar saw this coming, and connected the dots a long time before he ever dropped his mask. Perhaps, she should have ended her relations with him in the beginning when her suspicions were high, but something inside her wouldn't let him go. She didn't know what it was about that man, and how desperately she wanted to believe his every word but knew it was foolish to do so. A shaky breath released from her ribcage endeavoring to ease the strain that the sudden wave of intense contemplation brought upon her. Her feelings for Noatak were something she simply couldn't explain to herself; all she understood was that she needed him. How incredibly odd the situation was: she should hate him but she found it hard to.

Her mind wandered off again in a long string of thought. She caressed her lip, swollen from the night before. Her hands trailed down her neck. Dozens of purple bruises blotted her once flawless skin like a cracked mosaic of desire. She recalled the sensation of him inside her. Nobody ever touched her that close before. The stimulating, foreign rush was new and exciting. The longer she focused on it the more she wanted again. The man's strained grunts of pleasure resonated in her ears. The corners of her lips absentmindedly curled upward as she relished the experience. She asked herself if she would do it again and found that she would give him a hundred virginities if she could.

She hadn't noticed how fast her heart was beating. She deliberated if she loved him. But he's Amon.

But he's also Noatak.

She couldn't tell if that was the hopeful side of her heart. Korra rolled over to rest on her side with her index finger extended as it languidly skated over the fabric of the white sheet below her. She was fully dressed. Perhaps, being a heavy sleeper was in his favor. She imagined him watching her as she slept, dressing and admiring her naked body, but her thoughts once again trekked into dark waters. The possibility of being manipulated was too strong to ignore. The loaded thought came to her attention once more: He was just playing a game. The unshakable pertinence of that statement was absolutely devastating. Her heart dropped into the pit of her stomach.

He was just using you. He doesn't care. He just wanted a girl to fuck, and you let him.

She had fallen for his deceptions, his false affections, but it all was so real. Had she been so naïve and blinded by her compulsive nature? He had once told her that people lie, to not be so naïve and trusting. This quality is probably why she was so lacking as an Avatar. She always thought that what seemed to be the truth was the truth, and would blindly trust people because she believed that humans were inherently good on the inside. She never once thought that her actions could be wrong. Maybe, it was her inexperience with human interaction and the complexities of the world. She didn't know what to do. Her heart felt like it was bleeding inside her chest.

She wanted answers and she wanted them now. Patience wasn't her forte either; she so badly desired to expel the heartache she felt as quickly as possible. Korra rolled over again in restless fashion as her mind swooned into another wave of concentrated scrutiny. The waterbender wasn't really known for thinking things through. It was always the first thing that came to her mind that won. Never would she consider a different point of attack. It was the result of her bullheaded nature. Her fingernails dug powerfully into her temples as she continued to reprimand herself for her faults. Beating herself up was futile in the end; she had to come to terms with what she had done and accept the fact that she brought it upon herself.

He came to mind again: the loving brand of his lips on her neck stirring into a playful bite; his words plummeting through her core as his deep baritone fluctuated from a sharp, menacing tone into an affectionate whisper. He had told her many things and how she wanted him to show her what he saw. How she desired to do the same. Maybe, they could help one another; what if he truly cared for her? Perhaps, they could find a peaceful end to the war. For a second, she ignored the biting truth that he was her greatest enemy and replayed his every action since she first met him. Their first couple of interactions were rough. He had terrible mood swings from amicability to anger to regret. It seemed like he was conflicted too, and their conversation in the café the day before supported that claim of confusion. It was because she was the Avatar, and he knew it would be trouble if he got involved with her. He told her that that he had never changed his mind about her, so did he always want her? He had too. He did take her out to lunch the first day they meet when he had no idea who she was, but did his feelings run deeper than the desire for a tryst? The Avatar wasn't stupid, she understood that love and lust were two entirely different things.

The sad truth was that his feelings probably didn't run any deeper. All he wanted was a warm body that he was sexually attracted to. The baker Viola came thundering to her attention and his skills in removing her traditional wrap. He most likely didn't give a damn about her or the significance of sex for that matter, but making love to him was a huge deal to her. He probably had slept with hundreds of woman before, what was she even worth to him? But he was so kind and gentle with her last night. She trusted him. His actions and demeanor made her want to trust him, but how could she? She wasn't that blind anymore. It all was an act he put on, perfected through his many years of servicing woman. He knew exactly what to say to get the answer he wanted. He only slept with her for physical pleasure and she had willingly given her body to him without another thought. She shuddered from the dejection that the current, dark place of her thoughts delivered her.

The hopeful side of her heart called once more. How she wanted him to come in and tell her that everything would be alright, to confess that he loved her, to hold her in his arms until she fell asleep with his deep voice cajoling her fears until she believed that no harm would come to her. Again, she was being too sanguine. How could she harbor feelings for the masked man, the very person that subsisted in her nightmares and pledged to destroy her? They couldn't be the same person. It seemed almost impossible.

"Get up," someone barked behind her.

The Avatar was shaken from her thoughts, "What?" She hadn't heard a door open. A shadow crept up her body as the equalist guard loomed over her.

"Didn't you hear me, bitch?" the man snapped viciously, "I said get up!" he kicked her side with his foot, "Don't make me say it again."

The waterbender pushed herself to her knees, "Where am a going?"

"Like hell I'd tell you, you little cocksucker."

The cross attitude of the guard wasn't making Korra any more compliant, "You should remember who you're addressing," the waterbender snapped back bitterly, "before it comes back to bite you in the butt, buddy," she intoned smugly.

The man stepped closer to her sedentary position while the two other equalist guards moved themselves inside her cell. The gold metallic features of his dark, shaded uniform gleamed ominously in the dim light that the singular blub offered. She heard the large man snicker arrogantly from behind his dark green face covering, "What a surprising answer from a self-entitled twat like you. I can't wait until the day Amon wipes the floor with you."

The final statement made Korra snap. She gazed up at the laughing man, her hand sparked up in flame. They must have disregarded how long Amon's chi-blocking actually lasted or checked if he had chi-blocked her at all. The overconfident equalist was caught off guard as Korra happily slapped him across the face in a fire aided punch. His goggles cracked under the force of her knuckles and the man fell to the ground in one loud crash sprawled out unconscious at the Avatar's feet, "Asshole," Korra spat with a self-satisfied grin plastered across her face. The two other guards immediately closed the distance between.

The waterbender pointed at their catatonic coworker, "How do you even work with that guy?"

The pair didn't find it all that funny. Their arms and bodies prepped for anymore of the Avatar's offensives, "Stand down."

Korra was really in the mood to fight. Truthfully, she was always in the mood to fight, but she really needed this. She smirked and shrugged, "Oh, too bad I'm already standing," she jolted forward with incredible speed. The two guards were startled by the girl's sheer athleticism, they probably underestimated her. The equalist to her right, who was male, jumped wide right while Korra shifted to the left pursuing the other guard. The Avatar jabbed her fists forward in a controlled wave of fire. The guard in front of her, who she could tell was female, had no choice but to pin herself against the wall hurdling high in the air. The equalist's leap narrowly evaded her attack; her left arm followed through only to be caught by the second guard's wire from behind. Korra huffed in minor frustration and her eyes glanced around quickly at her surroundings landing on the potential of the open door in front of her. The female guard stood to the left of the door. The male guard pulled on the wire forcing her to take a step back while the female equalist neutralized her right arm of its bending. This only infuriated the Avatar further. The waterbender looked at the open door again, it opened inwardly and it was possible to reach it with her right arm. Korra forward kicked with her left leg summoning a decent amount of fire. The female guard stumbled back to the safety of the wall again, corning herself next to the door. The male guard seized Korra's left leg as it followed through, but the waterbender's hands were already on the door slamming it down on the female guard's body. An earsplitting sound filled the entire room. The fight between the equalist and the heavily enforced cell door was over and the door won. The female equalist slumped down against the wall in unconsciousness. Content in not fighting a two front war anymore, Korra turned toward the remaining guard wrapping her hands around his offending wires that restrained her two appendages. She could faintly hear the male equalist grunt with annoyance as the Avatar displayed her strength as he momentarily lost his control of her. The hold he around her left foot was the most bothersome. An idea sparked in her head, she had forgotten that the ground was made of cement, not metal. Stepping down with her free foot, the Avatar let loose a huge shock wave throwing the man to his knees. The wires lost their tension and dropped down around her feet. Korra pounced toward the man cleanly kicking him across the face with her right foot. The guard jolted back from the impact of the kick giving her enough time to unwrap the wires around her limbs.

The day was certainly turning out better than it had started. The Avatar wasn't expecting to escape today but the opportune circumstances spoke otherwise. In the moment of the man's disorientation, Korra dashed through the door sprinting out as fast as she could down the hallway only to be stopped by a deep, familiar voice.

"I wouldn't go that way if I were you," he spoke simply. No one was present in the hallway except for him. He was at the other end of the corridor leaning against the wall just in the edge of the darkness. She could only see the slight flash of the gloss of his mask. He was so camouflaged by the surrounding shadows it unsettled her. Her legs went numb yet her body rotated continued to run down the hallway. The male equalist guard bolted out of the room.

The equalist leader came out from his hiding spot, "What are you doing? I gave you simple instructions," Amon roared at the guard, "Must I go catch her myself?" His words were sharp. The equalist shook his head and stretched out his arms as if to protect himself from his leader's rage as well as placate it, "No, sir. I apologize immensely, sir." The man was bleeding from his ear. The Avatar must've kicked him pretty hard.

Amon growled under his mask, he made it seem like he just got there but in reality he had been waiting outside her cell the entire time, "Go gather the others as well as the Lieutenant. She does not get away," he ordered imperiously, "Do I make myself clear? Or do you need further explanation?" he ended in a heavily derisive tone.

The man nodded on in spastic fit as he ran down the hallway in the opposite direction the Avatar went to fulfill Amon's orders. The masked man waited until he disappeared to slip to another room. Korra had turned right which would lead her to the gymnasium, but he would catch her before she would even get there. This contest of theirs was amusing and he found himself walking with a hidden purpose.

The Avatar's arms pumped rapidly as she sustained her fast pace down the hallway. There were no guards present which was slightly unnerving to her as she wandered indefinitely down the long corridor. Her head swung every which way searching for an exit, but the tunnel of a hallway appeared to stretch on for miles. There had to be an exit somewhere but the almost nonexistent light made it difficult to see.

She reached out and something snatched her arm making her shout, "UAgh, what the hell!?"

It was him again, and he never ceased to scare the absolute shit out of her, "You impress me, Avatar," he was speaking of her combat skills.

She slipped her wrist from his grip, "Leave me alone," she intoned coldly. His behavior was freaking her out.

"I apologize, Avatar, but I don't intend to do that. It's simple, when I have something I like, I keep it."

Blood rushed to her features, but she stopped herself from falling into his verbal trap, "You're just using me," her eyes were ice against his, "I… I…" she was stumbling on her words now in her usual ineptness of articulating her feelings, "I don't want this anymore. I… I want to end this." It wasn't difficult to say as she looked out onto the emotionless plane of porcelain that substituted as his face.

This left a rancorous sting in his throat; her body had spoken otherwise of her attraction to him as well as her effervescent fervor last night. She was met with silence, he cleared his throat, "Fine," he paused, his hands balling slowly into fists, "Do you as you please. I'm not stopping you, nor impeding your escape, but know that I could easily detain you if I so choose to do so," he stated.

"Then why don't you then?"

He avoided the question, "You should get going before my henchmen return in two minutes. The exit is two doors down. Once you turn in there don't get onto the tram because they will shut them down the moment you step on one. Find the electrical closet labeled 1A. There's a tunnel in there that will take you to the surface."

"Why are you telling me this?"

Again he avoided her question, "It's your choice. Go to end of this hallway or listen to my instructions. I would advise against the first route."

"Why should I trust you?" Korra said starkly, "You have been lying to me this whole time."

"I can't make all the decisions for you, Avatar, you must do that yourself," she couldn't stand him calling her by her title as if he was taunting her to do something totally irrational, "And it appears that your options are waning thin."

He trying to so his dominance in the situation through his metaphorical bullshit, and her mind failed in finding something witty to retort back to him. "You…" she gritted her teeth jabbing her finger toward him, "You really piss me off," she yelled curtly as she obdurately went against his instructions. Her situation only grew worse as the hooded man's warnings proved to be true. The Avatar entered the large training room of equalist. The waterbender was apprehended in a mere five minutes as twenty equalists-in-training confronted her simultaneously. Her defeat resulted solely in the fact that she was out numbered. Her hands were tied as well as her feet. Amon came strutting in on queue in the company of fifteen other competent equalist and his beloved lieutenant.

The group of unmasked novices were smiling as their leader came up to extol them on their momentous accomplishment, "Well done my equalist comrades! Not even the Avatar can win against the sheer numbers of our cause," he glanced down at Korra who hung her head in defeat. She had no desire to meet his eyes. The waterbender was waiting for Amon to humiliate and debase her but he didn't, "Seems that the Avatar likes to fight," his back was turned to her while he placed his arms behind his back, "But so do we."

"What will her punishment be, sir?" the lieutenant inquired earnestly.

"There will be a punishment, lieutenant. When the benders are taken down for good," he paused and glanced over his shoulder. She would not look up. He found no meaning in his words anymore, "This was an auspicious test of our power. Take her to her new residence in the second wing. You men, continue on with your training."

The Avatar didn't have the faintest idea of what to think now. He hadn't necessarily lied to her, but she couldn't discern if the second door to the right actually was the way to freedom. The rope around her wrists cut into her dark skin creating painful burns as they dragged her to her new room. She could only wonder where her door to freedom stood now, and the question was whether or not he was going to lead her to.
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A Terrible Synergy

Chapter 10

Korra hadn't really talked to Amon in five days or so she believed. Being locked in a cell didn't assist her ability to keep track of time; however, the daily routine had helped in making a rudimentary clock system. In the morning, a guard would slide a basin of plain, white rice through the food flap adorning the bottom of her cell door along with a container of water. Her afternoons consisted of fruitless attempts to meditate and practice of airbending forms. Ever since her attempt to escape, her guards have been taking extra precautions in handling her and she almost always had her bending blocked. Not being able to bend for long stretch of time was driving her crazy. Every other day they would allow her to exercise in the main training area if she assented to them blocking her bending and binding her hands with restraints. More times than she would like to confess, she had consented to her guards' uncompromising conditions. Her usual cheeky defiance began to waver and soften because her desire to leave her cell and stretch her limbs had grown so enormous it hurt.

Walking in the lively hallways of the compound every other day, the Avatar secretly hoped he would walk by. She wanted to look him in the eyes. She wanted to show him that he could not break her, that she was unbreakable. Those thoughts of strength and resilience empowered her but she could still feel her heart wince in pain because he never came to walk by her.

Korra only saw the masked man in the gymnasium, but he was never at her level. He always stood in the same spot on the elevated jogging track above. It wrapped around the whole length of the gym covering the area below in a dim shade. All he would do was stand there and watch. He was so still it was easy to confuse him for a statue. His mask made it seem like he had an everlasting wakefulness, hands always placed in a neutral position behind his back. He would stand in the shadow of the metal crossbeams but Korra knew that he wanted her to see him. His efforts to conceal himself were halfhearted; he was never that careless. His engagements always had a motive to them, so when her time ran out in the gym she always left him with a rebellious, little glare. Even sitting here now she could still feel his heavy, steely eyes boring into her as if to remind her that she was in his territory, that she was his. Prepared for his appearance during her third time in the gym, she was surprised to find that Amon wasn't in his usual spot. This instantly disturbed her. Every time she was present in the gym, her guards would always lead her to a fenced in area on the side where there were old weights and medicine balls she could use to her pleasing. It was a nice area and setup but they only did this for prisoners in order to confine them to a smaller area rather than the entire gymnasium which would be a large enough space for them to lose her in the multiple exits to choose from. Her space was confined by barriers with only one exit on the side. One needed to walk through the open gym in order to get to it. That day he wasn't there to watch her, he was in the gym instead. She was walking by when she noticed him, her bound hands tipping together quietly in their metal chains. He was dressed in a sleeveless undershirt shirt and black pants to work out in. It was very reminiscent of the outfit he wore when she first met him. She wished to see his face but all her eyes saw was the lifeless gleam of white porcelain.

He was sitting there on the bench lifting weights and much to her surprise he was picking up fairly heavy things; she caught herself laughing at the spectacle. It was strange to watch him deliberately exert himself by the means of physical activity, but her mind couldn't help in thinking that he had fixed this whole situation to get her to see him in a somewhat impressive display. As she looked back on it now, in a sense it had worked. She was captivated for the most part because she didn't think he would lift weights since he was a man of grace and the prospect of grunting, sweating, and lifting things off the ground didn't seem to fit his character. A loud crack echoed through the large room as his weights hit the floor, but the Avatar wouldn't just easily expose her wonder to him. As the dumbbells were released, his eyes immediately come across the mirror to fall into hers as they cut through the slits of his mask. She grinned self-righteously and shouted across the room, "I have seen men lift heavier weights than that little boy," the mask hid any of his reaction and he remained motionless looking straight ahead at his reflection.

Again to her astonishment she found him chuckling lightly, "If that's your attempt at an insult, Avatar, if you would so kindly pardon my choice of language, I could eat a bowl of alphabet soup and shit out a better statement than that." She could remember her mouth open and close in inability to respond making rage well up inside her from just thinking about it. He had said that to her two days ago and anger still boiled her blood from it. That comment only validated her fears, that he used her. Every syllable gave off the repugnantly pretentious impression that he was superior to her in every way; she bet that all the males in the room swooned from his audacity at addressing the Avatar like that while the women tried to hide their apparent orgasms that they received from his rusty voice. Like she, they all fell for his pretenses; they didn't know that he was just using them, which made her feel horrible on the inside. Telling his followers that he was a fake would only result in failure. What she didn't know was how deeply in love Amon was in with her. Both remained there in a thick tension trying to look strong and unfazed until the Avatar's guards pushed her to move forward. She couldn't see how much it hurt his heart to see her like that, how much it killed him to conduct himself that way when he spoke her. She knew his eyes followed her until she was out of view because she could just feel his presence wash over her like a wave.

That was the only time Korra really held any conversation with him for the stretch of those five days. The mark of the end of the day would finish with her returning to her room- if she had left in the first place- and the arrival of another plate of white rice with a serving of protein, which generally was komodo chicken. During her many hours of solitude, her mind would wander aimlessly into daydreams and minor hallucinations as a consequence of her loneness. She would dream of things that could never be: she would dream of her love fixing him. Many times she had a vision of Noatak in the form of broken glass. He was filled with a glowing substance but it never remained inside him for long. All his watery matter was eaten up by the large cracks that marred his skin. The cracks took everything replacing it with darkness, literally making him hollow on the inside. She saw herself standing there wading in the dangerous waters of his soul as they pushed her away. The water wanted her to run but she couldn't. The current pressed harder but the warning didn't register in her mind. It was everywhere consuming her body, her limbs, but she wasn't afraid. She knew what to do and her fingers reached out to touch the glass of his heart. He was cold, then, suddenly, there was no more water to fight against, and nothing was left to steal his substance but her. Every time that daydream would make chills run down her spine and her skin perspire in a thin sheen of sweat. The visions just felt so real as if she actually felt the surface of his skin cutting through her fingertips. Ideal thoughts like those were nothing but a figment of the imagination. He wasn't the type of man to succumb to a weakness like love was. The word meant nothing to him anyway, and he said it himself that he held many relations to other women, she was no different.

The waterbender didn't know the reason for her transfer into the new cell, but she quickly discerned that its location was in closer proximity to Amon's office by collecting various tidbits of information from her excursions outside her cell. The holding room was only slightly larger than the last; the singular difference was that it had a fully functional shower and toilet. Her bed was actually a mattress instead of a mat on the floor, which was nice change. The cut on the bottom of her foot had fully healed and the fighting that had occurred a few days ago, during her escape attempt, did not reopen the wound. What remained of gush was a crescent-shaped scar at the base of her heel almost in the shape of the moon.

Her ears picked up on the soft patter of tin hitting the floor as a small tray slipped under the square flap at the foot of her door. This indicated that it was indeed the start of the six day in her new cell. She sighed, wondering if this was what the remainder of her life would entail. The Avatar was growing a bit restless, not only from the limited exercise and absence of bending but from the lack of normal human interaction as well. She struggled many times to converse with her guards about trivialities such as the weather or the time but they only responded with passivity and silence. Her fingers reached for the bowl of steaming rice and she dined eagerly on the tasteless food. She absolutely loathed the fact that she was forced to stay inactive, waiting by as the world continued on spinning. She desired to return to the temple grounds to see her friends, bending master, as well as Naga. She missed her intrepid steed. Finished with her food, she placed the tray next to the door and leaned back against the wall. Her mind thought about nothing in particular. She certainly didn't want to think about her abysmal situation; it only ended with fits of anger and frustration.

Korra tilted her head back and examined the ceiling out of lack of anything better to do. It was a glaringly white color which contrasted considerably to the murky, lackluster metal walls of the enclosure. The snowy white plaster was uneven in parts but only by a small fraction. She was just so bored that she noticed. Who really cared if a jail cell had been unevenly plastered anyway? She closed her eyes in boredom. She probably had looked at that ceiling a million times before. She held her head within her palms laughing quietly to herself; for all she knew Amon probably captured the city by now snarky comments and all.

Out of the usual routine, the door snapped opened, "Amon has requested your presence."

"Well tell him I've been waiting."

"Come with me now, that's an order," his hands were holding a pair of handcuffs.

Korra looked up, "No, if he wants to see me he has to come to me. I'm done with this shit."

The guard stepped into the cell and the waterbender promptly rose to her feet, "Watch it," her hands remained in front of her, "Don't remember how long ago you chi-blocked me? Hmm?"

The equalist halted, as he placed the restraints on his belt to free his hands, "Need back up in here," three other guards filed into the room; there were always more guards since her escape mishap. The Avatar listened to their conversation.

"What's going on?"

"She is threatening to attack, how long ago did one of you chi block her?"

"Think it was like eight hours ago. It's possible for her to have her bending."

"Well, let's not risk it. I'll go inform Amon that the Avatar isn't being as compliant as she was before. Stay here and keep an eye on her. We don't want any trouble."

-0-

He walked in the room alone only to be followed.

"Sir, would you like-" the male guard that had informed attempted to speak but was cut off.

"Leave us," his voice was low and biting, "My brother," he quickly continued in a warmer tone, "there are more productive things you should be undertaking other than watching the Avatar. I give you the option to take your leave elsewhere with your fellow comrades. Your services are no longer needed here. Half of you report to the lieutenant for trafficking operations and the others for weapon proliferation with Sato." It was the only busy work he could think of at the moment.

"Yes, as you wish, sir," the equalist bowed his head in respect and closed the door behind him leaving them alone.

The Avatar sat there patiently as the hooded man turned her way. He looked down saying nothing.

"What do you want?"

"A word, maybe by some fortuitous chance it will turn into a conversation. I'm not asking for much," replied evenly.

"You're asking me to talk?" she sounded shocked, "You haven't even seen me in five days and now you want to talk to me?"

"You asked for space. I'm only honoring your request, Avatar."

She knew she wasn't making sense but she didn't care, "Is this what it's going to be like?"

"And what is it you are referring to?"

"This," her finger pointed to him and then to her, "you're just going to show up randomly in my cell or ask for my presence to office when you get horny. So you can fuck me again because you have the liberty too."

His response only enraged her because he laughed, "My, my, Avatar, I didn't think you had such a dirty mind. You certainly do entertain me, but I didn't come here for that at all," Korra stared at him waiting for his explanation, he spoke of her as if she were something expendable, "How much do your friends value you?"

"What kind of question is that?"

"It doesn't matter; a question is a question so answer it."

She rolled her eyes at him, "A lot."

He stepped closer to her, "So you would say that they would die for you?"

"Yes."

"Would you die for them?"

"Yes," her answer was unwavering as before.

"Hmm, very interesting. You appear so resolute with your answers but there's no way to be certain," he turned around and paced away from her, his voice remained irritably insouciant, "For what is a man who won't die for anything? Perhaps, he's just a useless waste of space."

Her eyebrows furrowed, "Get to the point. What do you want from me?" It felt like that was the only question she ever asked him.

He turned once more to face her, "Your friends seem to miss you quite a lot. The police have entreated for your release in terms of a deal. I need to gage your worth to them so I can receive an equal tradeoff," he stepped to her again, "So I ask you, how much do they value you?"

"A lot."

Now his mask was inches from her face, his large frame crouched beside her body, "No," he spoke firmly, "I asked, how much do they value you, answer it," his hot breath rolled off her neck, "Could they live without you?"

"I don't understand the purpose of your question."

"Could they live without you?" he repeated.

"No."

"Are you sure?" he whispered, "I can see how it's difficult not to."

Her eyes looked down as the close proximity was making her self-conscious; her body was reacting in ways she wished it didn't. There was a brief silence as her eyes found his again.

An instant of courage surged through her, "Could you live without me?" Korra asked quietly. She scoured his eyes for a sign of weakness and they softened.

"No," his eyes were still. She didn't understand him.

"What am I worth to you, Amon?"

His fingers brushed against her smooth skin holding her cheek, "More than anything the police could ever give me."

"How can I trust you when you say that?"

"Because I'm not lying when I say that, Korra."

"Then tell me who you truly are, Noa."

His hand withdrew from the grace of her attractive face, as her eyes burned in a color of brilliance he would never quite find the right words to describe.

He sighed, "I can't."

She grabbed his hand, "Tell me something. Anything, please."

There was a long silence as he stood there, "I had a family once, a life before all of this happened, but I can never go back to them now and I can never go back to the person I was. I forced all those memories, all those people that I loved, so deep inside myself that I forgot. I convinced myself that the person I was wasn't real, and soon the only thing I saw was this," he pointed at his mask, "Then I met you and you stirred something inside me, and suddenly I was so aware of who I was. You told me once that I was too drunk on my own power to see. At that time, I didn't want to agree with you because I knew it was true. I knew the monster I had become. This mask was all I could see, but now it's different. Now I see the truth and I'm forever indebted to you for that." He wanted to say that all he saw was her, but he didn't want to scare her.

"What does this mean?"

"I don't know, but what I do know is that you cannot stay here. I'm releasing you to Chief Bei Fong in return for all equalist POWs held in the Republic City prison tomorrow night."

"What? Really? You're letting me go?" He didn't want her to go.

He stood up, "It's my final apology. Once you are out we are enemies once more. I have found that it is for the best and you must pardon my uncalled for greed in regarding you. It was never my choice to make in the first place."

"And you're just going to be Amon again?" anger moved in her chest. This wasn't the Noatak that she knew, "You're a goddamn coward!"

"I'm a very self-controlled man, Avatar," his hand was resting on the door handle.

"No Amon is. Noatak, what do you want?"

"I'm awfully certain that you know the answer to that question."

"Then kiss me already," it looked as if he didn't even think about it as he walked to her carefully taking her hand in his. He pulled his mask upward only to expose his mouth. It was strange how overwhelmingly romantic the moment was as he pressed her lips on hers in a sound kiss. The embrace cancelled all the dwelling and dwindling reservations about him from her mind. She just had to take a leap of faith.
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His breath was hot as it rolled off her face tickling her skin; it was warm, welcoming her into his world. He pressed her roughly against the wall angling his head sharply into hers in order to deepen the kiss, his tongue exploring every recess of her mouth. The movements of his lips were insistent and unrelenting as if he aimed to suck the very air from her lungs. His hands felt down her body; she could feel his desire. Korra bit down catching his lower lip in her mouth sucking on it slightly. He stopped briefly, his deep blue eyes taking in the sight of her aroused state. She wore a victorious grin across her face as if his lip was the most valued possession of mankind, and he couldn't do anything about it. The porcelain mask had been pushed to the side a long time ago by Korra's roaming hands. She released the prize of his lip breathing hard; there wasn't an inch of space between them.

"I don't know if I can stop," he was smiling, almost laughing, making the waterbender extremely happy. He felt like a love-sick teenager, "Korra, you're simply too much," he whispered planting two gentle, chaste kisses on her neck. He wasn't planning on doing anything with her in the first place, but she always muddled his plans as well as thoughts.

"Who said you could stop?" she answered with slight annoyance poking his chest with her right index finger.

"You know I can't do this here, Korra." It was extraordinary how the tension before just released from the room once they embraced each other. It was hard to fight against the attraction he held for the woman.

"Ah I see… I'm too much of a risk." she questioned sarcastically rolling her eyes. The impetuous, mischievous mood she was now in didn't help in pushing him away. It only exacerbated the burning ach of desire between his legs. Still Korra continued to push his buttons, but he intended on keeping his promise to himself that he would refrain from having sex with her, at least until she was out of the compound. He couldn't take that chance anymore due to rumors of insubordination surfacing in his ranks.

The Avatar was answered with a soft chuckle, and she felt his midsection quiver beneath her hands, "You're always a high risk, essentially a suicide mission every time I see you," he slowly detangled himself from her and slipped his dark hood back to its normal position, his mask was in his hand, "because it's either life or death with you." The words did hold some truth to them; Korra was either his salvation or his demise and he couldn't discern which.

"Come on, you big, tough professional. Are you too afraid to take a chance then?" The waterbender shouted humorously.

Amusement stretched across his features from her remark as he quickly covered her mouth, stepping closer to her like she wanted, "Spirits, Korra, be quiet. I know I sent the guards away but who knows who's out there. Plus, you're a real screamer in the bedroom. It simply would not work. Do you want everyone hear Amon get the better of you?"

"Well you're not Amon in my eyes," she confessed softly, "and no you big jerk, I don't scream," she punched his torso lightly to force her point across.

He disregarded her first statement, focusing on teasing her further, "Oh, yes you are," she crossed her arms and frowned like a four year old and he couldn't resist sniggering at the sight of it, "Don't worry I do find it rather endearing. Ask anyone, anything you do inspires the quality of love and adoration."

She raised her hands in small defeat, "Fine, since you're being so nice to me right now, I do scream a lot. It isn't so crime, you just make me so excited, and if you're so worried about people hearing why don't you just take me back to your office?"

He nodded and the corners of his lips arched upward, "Well aren't you eager. I we could, but there's too much on line tomorrow, Korra. I need you to be safe along with everybody else and that means I need my mind focused," he kissed her temple and pulled away from her body tying his mask in place.

"Don't leave me. Why don't you stay for a little while, please? Plus, you got to make up for lost time you, dope."

He grinned. Spirits, he couldn't resist her, "Okay."

They rested side by side against the wall. They talked for a long stretch of time almost forgetting who they were and where they were. He couldn't recall how they got on the subjects of fairy tales. Good memories of his mother came rushing back to him as he told her old stories from long ago: tales of adventure, lives of heroes, and legends of the spirit wilds. They were things she never believed a man of logic and rational thought like him would ever speak of. His words built the backgrounds of battlefields and constructed the cosmos in a colorful quilt of detail right before her eyes.

"You haven't said anything in a while," he noted. He was unaware how long they had been there.

"I just like listening to you talk. The stories are surprising coming from a guy like you."

He was still for a few moments collecting his thoughts, "I used dream all the time. I dreamed about a world were people lived together in peace, a place where people treated each other fairly with respect and dignity," he hummed and exhaled, "I suppose when I younger I would look up see the stars and couldn't help but dream and then one day I stopped looking up and started looking forward."

"Why?"

"Nevermind, it's not important."

"Okay, if you say so," she leaned her head against his shoulder pad and closed her eyes. When she woke up he was not there.

-0-

"Amon! Come out and face us!" the newly appointed Chief of Police, Chief Saikhan, roared through the empty factory building. The chief was met with no reply, only the silencing reverberation of his voice. He called out once more and again he was met with silence. He turned to his second in command, "Check the perimeter, it looks like this bastard skipped us." He looked up at the rafters for some sign of movement; he had posted metalbenders there long before they had arrived in the hopes of catching Amon off guard. The chief sighed rubbing his bald head in irritation, he snapped his head around barking at the closest commanding officer, "Where's Tarrlok?"

"Outside near the prisoner cars, sir," there were two trucks of equalist POWs waiting outside along with a police force of fifty individuals; failure was not an option.

"Well go get him. I knew this plan was stupid. Why the hell would you try to negotiate with a full blown terrorist?" he grumbled.

"Patience Saikhan,"councilman Tarrlok placated walking up to him, "This was Tenzin's idea and we are more than happy to help the Avatar are we not?"

"Yes, yes we are, sir. My apologizes."

They stood at the large entrance of the old, unused factory building, "Happy that you agree with me. Now go send a patrol and search the back corridors of this building. We'll at least find something useful against this psychopath," Tarrlok turned to exit but was stopped by the sound of a familiar, deep, cutting voice.

"That would be needless," a hooded figure walked into the light of the open door. All the officers froze at the mouth of the entrance, "Why, haven't you just arrived?" he took a step closer placing his hands behind his back, "Come now, councilman Tarrlok, It would be awfully rude for you and your group of friends to leave the party now," he raised his hand extending his index finger toward the supports above and a rope dropped down from the ceiling holding a restrained and gagged metalbender from his bound wrists. They had used the officer's own wires to restrain him; it was the most humiliating sight to see. The caught man rested on his knees pulling hard against the ropes like a deranged animal, "It has come to my attention that you had sent some guests early," Amon took each step toward the man in a methodically sinister fashion, the white of his mask glowing in the shady light of the factory beams. The sun was beginning to set outside stretching the block of light that masked man stood in. The Northern Watertribe Councilman was paralyzed looking at the hooded man as he increased in size and vanity with every step. As he paced closer toward the struggling metalbender, nine more officers dropped from the ceiling, "Ah, what a shame, I was never one for parties," he was behind the frantic officer now; his muffled screams could be heard by every officer in the room. All bodies stood frozen from fear, "I shall now cleanse you of your impurity."

"Noatak, Stop!" The Avatar shouted from behind him spitting out her own gag. His muscles tensed but he did not turn, he would not answer to his name. Rage swelled in his veins; she had used his name, and he realized how foolish he was to believe that they could work. They were enemies, how could love between them ever subsist? Without turning, he ordered with a stern, apathetic tone, "Why don't you gag her a little bit better next time? Her babbling isn't helping anyone." Out of the corner of his eye, he could see her features crumble in dolefulness. Her attractive face, which he had grown to love, transformed into one that would haunt him. Every beautiful contour of her face was outlined by the hollowness of betrayal. She could just tear him apart with just one look, and still he told himself it was what needed to be done; that she did not need him; that he was not his place. He extended his hand toward the man's forehead in his infamous gesture. As the pad of his thumb hovered over the man's forehead, he could faintly make out the word 'monster'. There was no doubt in his mind: that is what he was and will only ever be. Korra may have found the lost pieces of himself but she could never put him back together again, he was too far gone.

The councilman stayed there helplessly observing the hooded man. Amon hoped that he had not heard the name Korra had uttered. Even if he did his actions spoke against his connection to the name. Below his thumb shouts of bloody murder were cried, but they no more than background static Amon's ears. Suddenly, Tarrlok launched a large icicle toward the hooded man's neck. Amon gracefully caught it in his other hand, surprising the councilman and all spectators at his impressive show of dexterity.

"Step away from the Officer!" Tarrlok warned, "He is a man of public service and goodwill. Stop this. Stop this right now!"

The grip he held on the man dissipated, and the restrained police officer slumped over in externally invoked fatigue. His bending was gone. "And what possible power could you hold over me? You can't save this man as much as stopping the sun from setting each evening. It is inevitable. There is no use. Why resist it?" He dropped the icicle, which shattered instantly as it made contact to the ground, "I have the Avatar isn't that what you came for?"

"I have an army outside, Amon. Hand over the Avatar and I will return the equalists POWs and allow you to leave peacefully."

The councilman's peace offer was futile. He started to walk to the next police officer, "It's pitiful that you benders do not see what kind of position you are in. You cannot escape it. You cannot destroy it. I have given life to it and now the people see. It is the idea of equality. It has given hope to those that you had cast aside and left to die; those who you thought were worthless. Now the tables have turned, you are no longer the enforcer, the brute, but this powerless man on the floor fighting against something that is impregnable," he pressed his finger on the second officer's forehead. The man was lashing violently back and forth, "You will fight and struggle but you cannot win," the man collapsed to the floor, no light was left in his eyes, "Even if you deny it, your influence over the world has long run its course and the new generation, the nonbenders, will rightfully come to power. You label me a terrorist, a criminal, because I am threat to the system," he pushed the police officer to the side, "Well you're right in one respect. I am a threat, and I won't stop until every bender is equalized," he paused allowing his words to settle among his stunned audience, "Now that I have your full, uninterrupted attention, I ask you to give us what was promised and I will allow you to leave peacefully." He could've taken them all, but he was in no mood to wage a war tonight.

"Give us the Avatar, Amon. That is all we want. Stop this unnecessary madness," Councilman Tenzin shouted. He had entered the enclosure the moment he was notified of Amon's attendance a few minutes ago.

The masked figure laughed darkly, "This unnecessary madness? But you benders were the ones to act belligerently in the first place by placing these officers here."

"I promise you that those officers were only there to guarantee the Avatar's safe transfer," Tenzin pleaded.

"And why should I believe that faulty allegation? The presence of Couniclman Tarrlok is clearly seen. He is in fact the leader of the taskforce assigned to bring me to my knees. It wouldn't be like him to pass up an opportunity like this," Saikhan swallowed nervously as the masked man continued, "and if by some miraculous chance you did succeed in defeating me, the revolution would never die. You cannot kill an idea and the hope it creates, no matter how small, how insubstantial it is because it is here, and it exists," he motioned his hand and two chi blockers appeared with a properly gagged Avatar along with his second in command and small militia of thirty mechatanks. The two councilmen glanced at each other in trepidation; the man before them was a lunatic with seemingly limitless power.

The masked man confiscated the Avatar from the two chiblockers gripping her bicep firmly. He pushed her forth toward the light. Korra looked up at him wondering what happened to the man she had talked to last night, the one she had kissed. He didn't dare look down at her. His voice dipped low whispering the words I'm sorry. A petal of his heart wilted and died then. It was stupid of him to believe that there was something for them, that he actually thought something waited from them down the road. How could that ever be? They were who they were and nothing could ever change that.

She heard him swallow uneasily, only she was that close, but his voice did not vacillate, "I am feeling rather gracious today. If you do follow the agreed conditions of releasing the POWs in addition to giving me these caught police officers, I will give you the Avatar unharmed. It shouldn't be a problem since the officers were here to ensure her safe return in the first place." He knew he had to show some form of leverage and asking for the officers was a display of his control over them and the situation. Korra shouted but the cloth over her mouth caught any of her screams. She did not want innocent officers to sacrifice themselves for her. They only were doing their jobs.

The Chief of Police had no idea what to do. The Equalist leader had pushed them into a corner they wished they would never, ever be in. He had no intention of starting a war today. "If they have the Avatar, they most certainly would win if a war broke out," Saikhan muttered across to Couniclman Tarrlok.

"That's not necessarily true. He won't take her bending away until the end. He wouldn't be that careless. She'd only become a martyr for all benders to unite under," the Tarrlok turned toward the airbender, "Tenzin, can Korra restore bending like your father could?"

"No. She hasn't accessed the Avatar State yet."

"Will she be able to?"

"I don't know. Amon won't kill these people, will he?"

"He hasn't killed anyone we know of, but I won't be surprised if he did. The man is a psychopath."

"There's no need for this at all," Tenzin pinched his nose in frustration, "I don't want to risk anybody's life, I just Korra back and safe."

"What about my men!?" Saikhan roared over the two bickering councilmen.

"Chief, we will be okay. Free the, Avatar. We all knew the risk of this mission," one of the restrained officers shouted. He had managed to remove the cloth from his mouth. The chief lowered his gaze and signaled for the POW prison cars.

-0-

Tarrlok didn't want the Avatar back. With her out of the picture every aspect of his plan was running smoothly, but if he had failed to retrieve her, the city would have most likely responded with a negative reaction. On the other hand, they had already lost a dozen officers during the raid of Hiroshi Sato's mansion a week earlier and in losing ten more, the elite police force was running thin. The only reason Tarrlok wanted her back was the chance to question her about the name she belted out. He waited until she was alone back at city hall, when Tenzin was retrieving his flying bison to take her back to the Air Temple.

"I need to talk to you right now, Avatar," He pulled her roughly to the side, to the cover of a column in the main camber of city hall, "Who were you calling to?"

"What?" the Avatar looked confused.

"You used the name Noatak. Who were you calling to?" he asked more persistently.

"I don't know what you're talking about, Tarrlok."

"Stop playing dumb. Were you calling to Amon?"

"Yes."

"Why did you use the name Noatak?"

"I don't know. It was my grandfather's name. I guess sitting alone in a cell for more than a week messes with your head."

He shook his head laughing bitterly, "You know you're not very good at lying."

"Who says I'm lying?"

"You're protecting a very dangerous man. More dangerous than you'll ever realize. Not even an hour ago, he took the bending of ten innocent officers that had sacrificed themselves for your release. So what was it? Was he nice to you? Comforting? Did he fuck you?"

Her eyes narrowed, "Fuck you, Tarrlok," she spat out with as much disgust as she could muster. Korra tried to step away from the column but he pinned her down.

"It seems I hit a nerve. I didn't know that the Avatar had a soft spot for masked man. Now, you're going to listen to me right now: you're going to go home and rest up, then you going meet me in my office tomorrow night and you're going tell me everything."

"And why should I come?"

"I'll throw your friends in jail for rest of their lives."

"You can't do that."

"Considering that they're close acquaintances to Miss Sato, whose father is a full blown equalist, I think anything is possible," he released his grip on her as Tenzin came walking in, "I'll see you tomorrow night, Avatar Korra."










12. Chapter 12


A/N: Sorta of short. Sorry, I'm tired and the chapter got too long so I broke it in half. I'll fix the grammar mistakes tomorrow; I just wanted to get this posted. I really like this chapter but that's just me. Anyway, I hope everyone had a Happy Thanksgiving. I'm definitely thankful for all my readers. Cool fact: I just found out there's such a thing as triplet conferences where other triplets meet each other and talk about what it like to be a triplet. Random, I know, but it's totally relevant since I'm actually a triplet (I'm not identical… just wanted to get that out of the way). Please Review. Love you all. Go Amorra.

A Terrible Synergy

Chapter 12

"How long has she been sitting out there?"

"A few hours."

The pregnant woman stopped what she was cooking and turned around toward her husband, "Tenzin, she has been sitting out there in the cold for almost the entire day. It's starting to worry me. You should go out and talk to her. Something is obviously wrong."

"I tried before, dear," the airbender answered wearily, "she won't tell me anything. I don't know what Amon and his men did to her during her imprisonment, but I pray to the spirits it wasn't torture or anything like it." The councilman understood that it had been only a few hours after her release, but her strange behavior was hard to miss. It seemed like her second incarceration in the equlaist compound had affected her more than her first stay.

"Well, please do something soon because I can't stand to watch her sit out there any longer. Have one of her friends go talk to her." Asami and the probending brothers had moved onto the Island a few days ago since their residence at the Sato Mansion was no longer an option; the police still were scouring the underground factory for evidence or clues that could be used to take either Amon or her father down. Sato's poor daughter didn't want to have anything to do with the place because it was only a sanctuary of lies and misery for her, so airbender opened his home to them.

"They tried too. Right now she doesn't want to see anybody. We should just let her be until she is ready to tell us what she needs to," he crossed his arms and leaned against the counter pondering the situation. Korra had returned to the Island yesterday and barely spoke a word of her stay to anyone. She would spend most of her time staring out toward the city on the cliff facing Yue Bay. He could only wonder what was going through her mind. Tenzin didn't care how long Korra needed to recuperate. He was just content to know that she was alive and on the island.

The dark, red curtain dividing the kitchen and dining area flopped open and the firebender came walking in with an empty tea pot in his hands. He sported his usual soft brooding expression but the master could tell he was happier than him to see that Korra was alright, "Pema, do you have some extra tea? I'm going to try to give some to, Korra."

"Of course," she took the tea pot from the firebender's hands and a filled it with warm, sweet-smelling liquid and promptly handed it back to him.

"Has Korra moved or talked to anyone recently?"

The bald man shook his head, "No," he hesitated in responding. The delicacy of the situation could be easily observed from the airbender's tense, pensive body language, "Mako, be gentle with her," he finally implored.

-0-

The weather was still bitterly cold outside. The winter never seemed to go away as fast as summer always did. The firebender looked up realizing that it was beginning to snow. The white snowflakes got caught in his dark hair and rested on his shoulders. He pulled his collar tighter around his neck as a freezing gust brushed past his face. She was sitting on the east side of the island facing the probending arena. Nearing her, he could make out her silhouette in the dwindling light of the evening. He made his way through the small forest of bushes and trees and sat down beside her. She wore her parka and a single, thick blanket over her shoulders, one which Pema insisted that she wore.

"Korra?" she didn't turn or react to her name. She knew who it was, "I brought you some warm tea. Would you like some?"

She nodded meekly but she kept her focus on the bay, "Sure," she took the cup from him.

Their legs dangled over the edge of the lofty promontory that overlooked the glowing city. The illuminated buildings took the form of emeralds against the awakening blanket of stars, but the waterbender didn't appear to take notice of it or anything for that matter. She sat very still holding the hot beverage between her hands in order to rid her fingers from the numbness that the cold weather had invoked upon them. They sat there in silence for a while watching their breath curl around the tips of their noses until it disappeared, until the sun was kissing the tops of the city's mountains good night. The Avatar could feel his eyes watching her and the weight of his forceful stare was becoming unbearable. She loved her friend with all her heart and his stanch loyalty to her, but she did not need him here; she simply wanted to be left alone.

"The sun set is the most beautiful when you watch from the top of the arena," he commented, "You really get to take it all in," she listened but didn't answer. The firebender turned away noting how her face looked so devoid of anything, and how a murky, indecipherable smog of emotion supplanted her usual spark and vitality. All he wanted was her to be back to her normal self and he couldn't help but blame himself for her capture at Mr. Sato's underground factory.

Her finger traced the opening of tea cup with mounting speed and force as if she was growing increasingly uneasy, "You came out here to ask me something. So what do you want to know?"

"Nothing, Korra, you don't have to tell me anything. I'm just here to make sure that you're okay."

She glanced at him with her never-changing, iridescent, blue eyes and looked down again, "I'm sorry."

"It's alright. You have nothing to be sorry for," he paused and assessed whether or not he should continue the conversation. She looked like she did not want to talk any farther but he continued anyway, "I'm the one that should be apologizing. I left you back there in the grasp of that monster. I'm sorry, Korra. I really am. It's all my fault," he grabbed her hand. They were so cold it frightened him.

She looked over and smiled weakly, "You shouldn't blame yourself either, Mako. You needed to get out of there, and if you had tried to get me you would have put everyone else in danger. I am no more important than you or your brother or Asami or Tenzin or even Bei Fong. Don't worry, Mako, I know how to take care of myself, and even if you don't believe it, I am alright. I just need some time to process what happened." He nodded satisfied that she had opened up to him, at least a little bit. The waterbender and firebender didn't speak again until the last rays of the day were replaced by the panoply of light created from the canopy of stars above.

The cold weather began to take its toll once the warmth from the sunlight was lost, "Korra, we should go inside. It's going to snow a lot tonight. I don't want you to get sick."

"Please, Mako, Just give me a few more minutes alone and I'll meet you inside, I promise."

"Okay," the entire time his hand had remained in hers secretly warming it with his firebending. He squeezed it reassuringly like she had done with him multiple times in the past. He wanted to make sure that she knew that somebody was there for her.

Avatar smiled weakly again, "Thank you, Mako," and kissed his cheek in a loving gesture, "You're a good friend." He bobbed his head once and his tall body rose and left without another sound.

The snow fell all around her. Each white particle appeared like they all had coordinated their landing times and positions, but that was just her mind playing with her. Even so, they did seem to land in a rhythm all around her. They settled in her hair, stuck to the woolly strings of her blanket, and tickled her face as they floated to the icy ground. The pulse of winter reminded her of what home felt like, of the memories of her short-lived childhood in her parents' tiny igloo and the endless training sessions with the white lotus. She wondered what her sister was doing, wondered if she ever thought about her. She closed her eyes trying to picture what she would look like. Her name was Aumanil, but she liked to be called Auma. In her people's language, the name meant goddess who lived in the ocean. She only knew the existence of her sister because of a letter her mother had sent to her a long time ago. It was addressed 'to my beloved Korra'. She could recite every word in that note. She pulled her blanket closer to her body shivering. She knew it wasn't the cold that was bothering her. It was strange to have a family and barely know them; still they loved her unconditionally. She watched the reflection of Republic city dance in the black, swaying current of Yue Bay. She knew that once Mako was gone and the sun was down that it wouldn't take long for him to show up. She knew he would.

Five more minutes passed and her name was called out from behind her, "Korra," he started softly only to get shut down.

"Go away. I don't want to talk to you."

He was not convinced of this since she had waited out for him. He speculated that this was her way of showing her vexation towards him, "Korra, please."

She stayed where she was. She didn't want to look at him, "What? You think that I'm going to be alright with what you did yesterday?" she shouted out with rage.

"No," he did not flinch from her display of anger, "Be quiet someone may hear us."

She stood up and faced him. He was wearing dark trousers, leather boots, and a heavy, black overcoat, "Like I care anymore."

"Please don't talk like that."

She jabbed her index finger at him, "You can tell me all you want with that little, prim mouth of yours but I won't listen anymore! Why the hell would you do that yesterday?"

"Because I can't just give up in what I believe in."

"Believe in? You took the bending of ten innocent men! What the hell do you believe in that makes that okay?"

"Equality, Korra. I believe in the principle of equality. Benders have held an advantage over nonbenders since the dawn of mankind. I am only making things fair, and it's the only way that true change can happen, through revolution," he stepped closer but she moved away.

"You disgust me," she spat so indigently and filled with anger that he couldn't help but feel the overwhelming culpability for making her this way. He craved to make her smile, to see himself place happiness upon her face, but he couldn't. All that was staring back at him were hurt, blue eyes and he hated himself for it; it was his fault, it was all his fault. She slapped him right across the face, but the blow didn't break his heart as much as her words, "You know what, I hate you!" she gritted her teeth. He knew that she didn't mean it. She was only saying it because she was upset; at least that's what he told himself, "I hate you!" she backed away from him creating distance between them, "Everything you ever told me was a lie! Every goddamn word out of your mouth was a lie just to get to me, just to rip my heart out! Well, congratulations! You did it!" she huffed, "You're worse than councilman Tarrlok," she started walking back to the temple ground, but he thwarted her efforts to flee.

"Where are you going?" he grabbed her arm.

She fought against his grip but it was futile, he wasn't going to let her go, "Let go of me!" she shouted; she was crying now, her sadness couldn't be concealed by her rage any longer.

"KORRA!" Mako shouted through the trees, "KORRA! ARE YOU ALRIGHT? IS SOMEONE ELSE OUT THERE?"

He pulled her to the ground in the foliage of a large bush covering her screaming mouth with his hands, "You want to know the truth, Korra, hhmmm? You want to know it?" His voice was a clear and sharp whisper.

She swatted his hand away, "I don't want to hear it! Leave me alone!" she yelled at him, pulling away with all her might, but it was nearly impossible to escape; he was on top of her pinning her down with his bodyweight and despite her unparalleled strength she couldn't move a man so large in stature from her disadvantaged position on the ground. Out of frustration and desperation to get away from him, she produced sparks in her hand as a last resort, but he swiftly chi blocked her. Her head bounced off the ground in momentary weakness, "I thought you were different! I thought I could help you!"

His eyes were intense staring down at her, "I'm love with you, alright. Does that make you happy?" he swallowed hard and laughed trying to cover his own heartache and slight inability to express his actual feelings, "The powerful Amon fell hopelessly in love with you, Okay," he stopped, trying to find his words, endeavoring to continue but for the first time in his life his emotions had gotten the better of him. She had got to him, she was under his skin. The Avatar's piercing stare softened as they honed in on the single tear that rolled down his cheek. He quickly wiped it away loosening his hold on her. She watched on in shock but he was surprised from himself too. He sighed and a shaky breath left his body as he composed himself again, but when he looked at her for the second time, there was no pride left, no mask to protect him, it was him. It was him, it was Noatak, "You can send me away forever if you want and I'll do what you want. I'll stay away and you will never see me again. I don't care what you choose, Korra. I love you, and you could just roll me up and crush me and I wouldn't care because every time I try not to think about you I do. I think about you every waking moment of the day, about if it would be different if we weren't who we were, about the way your lip curls when you're frustrated and about how your eyes shine when you're happy," he paused allowing his words to sink in, the firebender was almost at their position, "You have no reason to trust me, I know, but I wouldn't be here if I wasn't speaking the truth, Korra, I won't have just risked it," he released his grip entirely on her. Sensing the boy's approaching presence, he quickly retreated into the surrounding darkness.

"Korra?" the flickering light of the firebender's flame curled around her body, "Are you alright?"

The waterbender looked around in wonder because Noatak had literally vanished before her eyes. The probender helped her to her feet, "Yes, I'm fine. A baby wolf-bat flew right at my face and made me trip. I guess I'm still a little jumpy."

"I could've sworn that I heard someone else out here," the firebender looked around and in the newly fallen snow he discovered foot prints that were much larger than Korra's own feet. They were made freshly and suspicions began to take root in his mind. He wanted to know if she would lie to him.

She dusted her clothing off, "No. It was just me and the bat. You probably mistook it for the sound of the wind or something." He nodded; she had lied to him. The Avatar continued to look around with a wide-eyed expression spewed across her face; the firebender didn't know that she had such a 'fear' of wolf-bats, "I didn't know you were so afraid of the wolf-bats. They're not all that bad," he laughed observing her reaction, "I mean you handled Tahno pretty well," he joked.

"What?" she hadn't heard what he said, "Oh, yeah… very funny," she smiled but he knew she was only being polite. He could tell that her mind was elsewhere, probably on who ever made those footprints. He wondered if that was the reason she had stayed out there so long. They started making their way back to the temple. She glanced back once and there he was standing tall, staring right back at her; she didn't know what to think. It all was happening so fast. He loved her and all she could tell was that she needed him too. As they trekked back to the temple through the progressively harsher weather, Mako decided to keep his qualms to himself. He would find out what she was hiding when there were no more lies to tell, but Korra needed the truth first to even know she was lying. Her mind wandered again, contemplating whether or not she should tell Noatak about the coerced meeting with Tarrlok tonight. She didn't know who to trust but how badly she desired to trust the man who wore two faces; her head started spinning. Her world seemed so far away when the thought of him rushed through her mind and she couldn't stop herself from wondering, from replying his words in her head.
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Chapter 13

The children were already asleep when she walked in. Pema was kind enough to warm up her dinner before she want to bed and left it on the empty dining room table for her. She felt bad for making her stay up so late since she was so far into her pregnancy, but nothing could stop that woman from preforming any act of kindness no matter how small. She only hoped that she could repay her for all her benevolence that she had shown her the past few months because she wasn't obligated at all to take care of her. Korra wondered if all mothers were like that. She could faintly recollect her own attending a boiling pot in the kitchen, always making sure that she was fed. The food had cooled off quite a bit when the Avatar finally made it to the table. Her numb fingers wrapped around the chopsticks in a stiff manner pulling the lukewarm noodles to her mouth. Tenzin and Mako sat beside her in relatively calm silence. Periodically, they would strike up a conversation about trivialities, but small talk couldn't hide or protect her from the actual danger. The two chatted as if nothing were wrong, as if the battles being won and lost every day now didn't exist. It was almost a comforting sentiment that they would put on this act for her own sake knowing well that the two were dying to figure out what had happened to her and what meant for the future of the city. All the battles seemed to run closer and closer together now, and everyone understood the gravity of the situation and what was laying at hand, but no one had the audacity to cut the bullshit, not even she. Though she had the power to set things right and in a few sentences everything would be over and done with: Tarrlok is blackmailing me… he is blackmailing Saikhan too, we need to stop provoking war… Amon could our friend if we let him… he can be our friend… 

He could be our friend…more than a friend…

What the hell are you doing anymore? Do something.

Her rapid thoughts slowed when a firm knock thundered through the room. The Airbender raised from his sitting position perplexed by the unexpected guest, "I wonder who this could be at this hour," he stated out loud while delicately stretching out his back. She hadn't noticed how tired her teacher looked; her hand lost track of her chopsticks as his deep voice followed his teacher's. It was his voice. Her body's muscles contracted as a wave of anxiety washed over her. The firebender noted her abrupt change in mood, "Korra, are you alright?"

Her eyes went small as they traveled up and down the length of the table in search of something tangible to hold onto, but it was useless like forcing yourself to believe that something doesn't exist when it does. Her mouth opened to reply but no words came. The sound of his leather boots grew louder and louder as they clapped against the hard wood applauding her with perverse acclaim. The waterbender hadn't even felt Mako's hand on her shoulder; she shut her eyes pinching her eyebrows together, "I'm fine. I'm fine," she insisted releasing a shaky breath when they entered.

"Korra, this man claims that he's a friend of yours."

She turned her head, "Yes, he is."

He looked at her with his normal, indifferent expression but his eyes showed her that he was there, that he was invested. He nodded his head, "Avatar Korra."

"Noatak," she acknowledged with an earnest tone contrasting vastly to how she would actually greet a friend.

He stood slightly behind the Airbender, who he was just as tall as. Anyone could see that he took great care at choosing his words, "It's a pleasure to see that you're alright," his usual sharpness softened when she looked at him. The Avatar had no idea what he was doing. There was nothing for him to gain at revealing his real face to a councilman. She was secretly contented that he hadn't left but she couldn't understand what he was trying to prove. At the same time, her teacher was standing next to the man that he was fighting so adamantly to bring down, and had lead him into his own home without even knowing it; his kind-heartedness had betrayed him.

"Thank you," she didn't know what else to say. An extremely long pause followed while the two just stared at each other. Tenzin glanced at them both in confusion and then at Mako, who was sitting there quietly with a tense, unreadable expression written across his face.

"I should go," Noatak finally spoke. Korra didn't respond. She returned her focus toward her food swiveling her head around. She flexed her fingers against the grain of the wooden table. Her mentor watched as her knuckles grew pale from the pressure.

The firebender gently withdrew his comforting hand from Korra's shoulder; in one swift, powerful motion he rose, "I agree with you. I think you should go," Mako locked his eyes on him speaking threats through his scowl, "I mean haven't you already seen her today?"

Tenzin narrowed his eyes, "What are you talking about, Mako? She was here the entire day."

The darkly cloaked man's focus floated from the probender to Korra, who was holding her head within her palms now; he didn't want to bring more stress upon her but he needed so desperately to show that he would put his own safety on the line in order for her trust him again. Noatak's expression remained neutral as more glances were passed around, "I heard voices as I was running to assist Korra, who at that time was shouting for my help. When I finally reached her, she was alone and on the ground, but there was a footprint left in the snow. She told me that she had slipped because a wolf-bat flew past her face, but that was an obvious lie. It was made by you. It's the only explanation. The only question that's left unanswered is why you would show up now."

The airbender turned his head towards the mysterious man whose expression remained largely unaffected, "Is this true? You met her today? Did you hurt Korra?"

"Yes, I met with her tonight. I brought no harm to her," he replied evenly.

Tenzin's eyes wrinkled in suspicion, "Why were you on this island in secret?"

She swallowed building up her courage, "Because, Tenzin, he didn't feel comfortable visiting me public because he knew that Mako didn't like him," the Avatar finally interjected. It was a weak claim, but one that moved the attention away from the cryptic man to her, a source that the two trusted more. Noatak remained standing outside of the room looking in. He would always be an outsider and nothing could change that. Not even how he spoke or dressed could alter what he was. It was strange to him to be in a house like that, so warm and inviting. If he closed his eyes maybe he could pretend that he was one of them. Even Tarrlok believed he was of one them, that he was human. It was almost funny really. The both of them caught in this game of make-believe because they thought they could have what everyone else had. The sad truth was that they couldn't. The world could never understand or accept them for who they truly were. They were marked by blood and friended only by death and destruction. They were exactly what his father bred, but he didn't want to be that person anymore. The floorboards creaked under his feet as he shifted. He could feel her eyes on him and chills instantly ran down the sides of his face because he couldn't hide from himself how much he wanted her; she made him feel alive, she made him feel human.

Mako's distrust shifted in the air like the smoke ballooning out factory chimneys, while Korra's comment brought some ease to her teacher, "That's bullshit! Don't use me as your excuse," the boy spat looking down at the waterbender,"that's a lie and you know it, Korra! You have been lying to me this whole time and all I have been trying to do for you is to protect and help you!"

"I didn't ask for your help or protection, Mako."

Her teacher paced toward the outraged probender, "Calm yourself, son," the boy groaned indignantly at the older man's plea but obeyed it as released a short breath. He stepped away while pulling at his scarf as if to physically stop himself from saying anymore; he didn't care if she didn't wanted his help. All he was doing was what he thought was right. He was the one that left her in that underground factory; he was the one that failed her and because of his inability to save her she was thrown to the mouths of the equalist dogs again! If he couldn't look after her now, when could he protect her at all?

"Korra, you should watch what you say," her master scolded just as harshly. Without warning, the firebender regained his proximity with the waterbender shoving his face directly in front of hers. Tenzin, trying to avoid a fist fight breaking out between the teens, grabbed him on the shoulder but the boy easily swatted the man's tattooed hand away out of sheer anger. Eye to eye with the Avatar, the boy spit out, "You could understand were I'm coming from once in a while instead of going off on your own accord acting as if it doesn't hurt the people around you. You know what he really is Korra. I know you see it." The heated confrontation ended as quickly as it started. He finished and turned away pacing to the other side of the room.

There was a longer silence now. Tenzin returned his attention back to the stranger, "Noatak, how long have you been on this island?"

He appeared calm but he wasn't. He wanted to knock the daylights out of the firebender. He couldn't lie, the teen was quite perceptive, but his emotions would be the end of him. Unlike him, he very adept at masking and controlling his. The suited man sighed and placed his hands in his pockets, "I was here for quite a time," he replied honestly, "I wanted to know if she was alright because I read in the papers that she was released from Amon's custody yesterday," he paused, his eyes were clear and firm, "I didn't come to put your evening in ruins and if that is the case, I am truly sorry, but can assure you that I did not inflict any evil upon Korra or any resident of this island. I simply wanted to talk to her and I would like to speak with her in private once more, if that's alright."

"No, it isn't," the airbender answered. Mako's outburst had put him on the edge. He didn't know what this man had done to make the teen so upset.

The Avatar hadn't spoken in a while and her back stayed facing all of the men in the room throughout most of the conversation. She didn't have faith in her ability to conceal her feelings and she knew that her face would betray her. Her bending master as well as her friend were not convinced by the shadowy man's story or her unusual quietness. She needed to say something, to save him like he had saved her. Tenzin continued to interrogate him and he answered with poise giving them what they wanted to hear.

Her heart was pounding from adrenaline and hurt, "Tenzin, stop. You can trust him."

Her teacher froze. All his answers were viable. His boat was hidden in one of the inlets on the North side of the island. He had left the moment he discovered her release, which explains why he was here all day, but what was left uncertain was the question of why he had traveled here in such secrecy.

Mako couldn't wait on the sidelines any longer, "Then tell me, Korra, why keep his visit from us? Why keep him from us?"

She found her feet and stood up in the strongest stance she could manage. Her left leg was shaking but it was too subtle to see unless one was looking for it, "Because, Mako, we were romantically involved. I it kept from you, Tenzin, and everybody else because I didn't want anybody to know, okay. I didn't think you would accept me having a relationship with an older man," her words were soft. Her eyes fell to the floor and she could hear Noatak's weight shift again on the old floorboards.

"Are you still?" The boy's words were surprisingly level, but Korra could catch the intense disappointment in them.

"It's complicated."

"It's not complicated. It's either you are or you're not."

"Stop harassing her," Noatak finally entered the room freeing his hands from his pockets. His tone spoke silent threats.

"Shut up," the firebener shouted pointing his index finger menacingly at him, "I won't hesitate in cutting you down where you stand."

"I'm sure you won't," Noatak smirked instinctively; he wasn't trying to get to him. The boy was falling victim to his unchecked temper.

The waterbender grabbed his arm, "Mako, please, clam down."

"You're going to wake the children up," Tenzin added, "You should go back and check on your own brother. Korra will be fine with me."

His burnt eyes connected with the Avatar's and she understood how much this wounded him, but he had no right in claiming her, he had no right at all. He shook her grip off, "He's using you, Korra. You and everyone else knows that." She watched his tall, youthful frame pass through the doorway, which was shadowed by the sound of the slam of the front door and its squeaking hinges. He was going to check on his brother in the male dormitory like her master had suggested. The earthbender was most likely in the middle of a deep sleep; his brother he had watched the Avatar the whole night the night before to make sure that she was breathing. Bolin took the blame just as hard as he did.

Korra watched him leave. Overall, she hadn't been the person she wanted to be because she was too caught up with the mysterious man standing in front of her. She didn't know if she was acting selfishly. She didn't know if her desire for Noatak was the right thing, but what she did know, was how her body and soul craved it. It didn't benefit her in denying the fact of how much she wanted him because she wanted him. She could do nothing about it, and her friends were just doing what they were willingly compelled to do: to help and support her, but they would never approve of the man that she had fallen for. The man who had practically ripped Asami's life apart, the man who still subsided in Bolin's frequent night terrors, the man who had inflicted so much evil upon the city that's only trying to keep its neck above the tide of war. Why did it have to him?

"You can talk to her until I return with the white lotus sentries that will escort you back to Republic City. Then you must leave," the bald man articulated very clearly, "I don't want you on this island unless I know about it and if I find you snooping around here again there will be consequences."

Noatak nodded; he found it amusing to be reprimanded by him as if he were one of his children, but he would respect his wishes because Korra respected him. It wasn't like he was going to catch him anyway. His bright red and yellow robes disappeared through the kitchen leaving them alone. They stood three feet away facing each other.

"Why would you do that? Expose yourself?"

He shook his head, "I suppose I thought this would have convinced you to trust me…" he hadn't really thought it through, "I wish we had more time to talk because I have a lot more to tell you than a moment will allow."

She folded her arms, "I have to meet Tarrlok tonight in his office. He wants me to tell him everything that happened, everything that I know about you."

"Tarrlok is a bad man. He will hurt you if you go and I can't let that happen."

"I'll be fine. I'm sure I could handle him if things go south."

"Don't you understand? He's the one orchestrating everything. He wants you gone and he'll just frame me for it."

"There's something that you're holding off on. You won't tell me will you?" How was it that he was so transparent to her now? She leaned in closer to him, staring intensely into his eyes, "He knew you, didn't he?"

His eyes lowered, "Why'd you shout my name?"

"Because I was trying to break through to the right person. You're not that monster you think you are even if you believe he is a vital part of you."

He sighed and swallowed hard, keeping his eyes to the floor, "He knows the name Noatak like the prayers he said every morning to the ocean and moon… because I was there beside him reciting them too," his dark blue eyes connected with hers, "He knows that name because he was my brother."
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Her face was uneasily stagnant as her lungs took up air, "he's your brother?" she repeated. Her mind told her to be furious but her heart commanded her to be still, at least for his sake. She hadn't given much thought to his origin after he revealed himself as Amon because he could have come from anywhere, like how he dropped out of the sky into her life. The masked man's origin story being raised in the bucolic pastures of the Earth Kingdom a farmer was a bust, as was his alleged birth in the city and childhood spent in a fictional orphanage. Her blue eyes ran over his features reexamining them and she was regretful that she hadn't noticed the uncanny resemblance before. She couldn't discern what kind of emotion she should feel whether it should be joy that he finally opened up to her or anger at the uncovering of the horrendous lies he has been keeping all these years.

"Yes he is," there was a noise at the door shadowed by the sound of footfalls. He hesitated as if he was considering something, "Look, I will deal with him myself if you don't show up tonight."

"What? What do you mean? What are you going to do?" she muttered back with insistence. The vague wording of 'dealing with him' did not put good thoughts into her head. Tarrlok was not a good man but didn't deserve to get his bending taken away, no one did.

The Airbender had returned like promised with guards at his sides. Noatak's heed bounced back to her from watching the door. Maybe she was being too hard on him because when she looked into his eyes she could see how difficult it was for him to tell her that. He didn't look like he was at a total point of weakness, it was just the way his face remained so dejected with a hidden misery that she was fighting so hard to comprehend. The Avatar didn't know that he was breaking into memories that he had forced into the darkest, deepest place in his mind. They were things he had kept inside since he could remember. Things that weighed his spirit down but forced his body and feet forward. They were burdens and hardships that guided his hands and moved his chi like flowing rivers through his body. They were what made him who he was.

As her master neared his voice dropped an octave, "Here," he whispered in a dialect that was so familiar to her. His accent revealed that he wasn't from the Northern Capitol like her father was because it was heavy yet it held a unique elegance to it as he knitted the syllables together. She wasn't at all fluent in her native peoples' language since she largely spent her life in the gated white lotus compound where her only real connection to the pure and authentic word of her people were the waterbender guards that spoke it after their shifts were done. She could remember the nights of the full moon when she couldn't sleep; she would sit by their quarters and listen to their conversations until she understood. She eavesdropped on protectors almost every full moon when she couldn't find sleep because their soft banter brought her back to her earliest memories when her father would kiss her temple and pull the covers up to her chin chanting her a soothing, ancient lullaby until she closed her eyes. Even with the variance in word meanings and verbal tenses between the Northern and Southern vernaculars, anyone from the poles could decipher it. The language was something that connected the tribespeople together reminding them that they all stemmed from the same place once. He handed her a worn, folded piece of paper, "For your eyes only."

She nodded taking the piece of paper gently from his hand and placing it in her pocket. He hadn't uttered his native tongue in months. He had learned his first words he had ever spoken in that northern language; it was his father that taught him how to speak like everyone else, like the rest of the world. All the powerful nations and great cities used a language that originated from the Fire Nation. His father always told him, "If you don't know how to speak Fire Nation than you are nothing but an uncultured savage from the North. Everyone speaks it, so you should too." His father, like so many times before, told only parts of the story that he wanted him to hear. All his words and guidance were only prepping him for his so called destiny. When he finally realized the holes in his father's stories, he felt hollow himself. There was once light inside him as he ran around without a care as a child, as he played in the snow with Tarrlok, or curled up in the embrace of his mother's arms, but he wasn't made of light like he thought, just brokenness.

The standardization of the language only came about by the violence of the hundred year war. The earth kingdom started speaking it once the troops invaded; the rest of the world was quick to follow. It was because of the firebenders' relentless endeavors to indoctrinate people into worshipping Ozai as a God. The process was similar to weening a calf off its mother's milk: you start out slowly then the moment the calf has its guard down you take it away completely, almost as if it never existed. The Fire Nation would invade and occupy cities across the earth kingdom reassuring the residents that they would only be there for a couple days, but soon the days stretched into weeks then to months and years. The process started as they introduced curfews and small scale restrictions claiming it was for the town's safety. After a couple of weeks, the town grew comfortable again, and then over night the temporary regulations changed into permanent laws and nothing could be done. Quickly, the firebenders flushed out the existing culture with theirs by burning temples, books, and even prosecuting earth kingdom intellectuals that knew better than to allow or follow what the Fire Nation was doing. The people were like livestock, so easy to condition. All one had to do was cram lies down their throats like his father had with them until it became the truth, until it was all you saw.

He was no different from that dead Fire Lord or his father. He had done the same with his own followers. They were people that had nowhere to go, and desperate people were always the easiest to take advantage of. They would blindly believe anything if you promised them what they wanted. It was the idea of freedom and equality and the possibility of being a part of a new world after the ash had settled that drove his soldiers. It sounded like a noble thing, but it wasn't. The revolution was built upon a lie. He was exactly like his father and the late Phoenix King. They were the kind of people that would destroy anything in their way, even their own family because the end always justified the means. He would end up like they had, in a jail cell or in hiding battling his demons for the remainder of his life until he succumbed to old age or disease because he couldn't fathom anymore how he would ever take her bending. It was strange because it was something he dreamed about for decades but now couldn't picture. He couldn't even view himself as the father of his supposed glorious revolution. It was all just a ploy to get power, wasn't it? To seize the city and be a good boy for his father. In his gloomy reality of self-destruction there was a way out, but it was road that was long and uncertain, and he didn't know if she'd take it with him.

Two guards were trailing Tenzin as he made it to their position, "I'm sorry to interrupt things but I'm afraid it is time for you to go," her master affirmed. A guard placed a hand on his broad shoulder and guided him away from Korra. Noatak lowered his head as he furtively caught a glimpse of her face, "I hope to see you soon," he stated softly as he submitted to the man's push. His steady hands pulled up is hood. The Avatar hadn't told him half of what she wanted to as a result of the short time and her mounting shock. Her teacher remained beside her as the sentries accompanied the stranger out, "He did have a boat and it was where he said it was," the Airbender stated, "He was telling the truth."

The Avatar glanced down at her pocket curious at what he had handed her, "I told you that you could trust him," she paused allowing her eyes to follow the strong line of his shoulders until they disappeared from sight.

"He seems like an intelligent and reasonable man."

"I wouldn't say reasonable all the time," she stifled a laugh, which in return covered up her sadness at seeing him leave.

"Well nobody's perfect," Tenzin countered. Then her teacher faced her with an expression that signified all the love and respect he had for her, "Korra, I don't care at all who you love. All I want is your happiness. I know I am not your father, but I care for you as if you are my own. With that being said, Korra, I hope that this man can give you everything that you have given him."

"Geez, Tenzin," she stated in surprise, "It's not like we're getting married or something," she replied childishly, but she honestly didn't know how to respond to her master's sudden outburst of emotive sentiments.

"I know, I know," her master consoled, "I just could tell that he loves you a lot," he ended quietly.

She sighed, her eyes staring at the doorway again, "You don't have to worry about him, Tenzin. His heart is in the right place," her arms reached out for her teacher. She wrapped them around his golden torso and hugged him warmly, "Thanks for always being there for me. I know I don't say it as much as I should, but you're one of the best mentors an Avatar could ask for." She continued to hug her teacher but her words failed enormously in expressing the true depth of her gratitude. He was always watching out for her and always wishing for her success, even when things fell apart, he was always there help her up.

-0-

Her fingers crawled toward her pocket. They settled over the note he had given her. She sat in the darkness of her bedroom for what seemed like hours before she actually built up the nerve to pull it out. She didn't know why it daunted her so much. Perhaps it was the way that he boldly spoke his language that threw her off or maybe she was just scared of what she would find. Her polar bear-dog stirred in her sleep at her feet probably dreaming about stretches of ocean filled to the brim with rainbow fish. Her friend had been fast asleep since she had walked in.

The Avatar released a long, agonizing breath as she unfolded the parchment to find something unexpected. In her hands was an old black and white photo. At first glance it was easy to recognize that the tall, lean teenage boy was him. His face was boyish but the forming lines of his strong nose and jawline could be seen. His arm was slung around the shoulders of a smaller child who couldn't be anybody else but Tarrlok. The councilman couldn't have been any older than ten at time of the photo; his features were youthful and innocent outlined by two fleshy cheeks that have long hollowed out in his maturity. Behind them stood a beautiful lady with two dark braids and intense, deep blue eyes just like Noatak's. She had to be their mother. She looked like a simple and kind-hearted woman. Examining the photo more closely, Korra could make out a large, gloved hand wrapped around the mother's tiny waist while another rested on Noatak's shoulder. The gloved hands belonged to the large-framed man that stood beside his mother, but she was unable to see his face because it was cut off. He had to be their father, something must have happened. She had so many questions. The picture could be the solution to everything. She flipped it over discovering a written note: This was my family.He wrote. This is what I came from and what I was once. You're the first, other than the people in the photo, to see this picture. I gave this to you because you deserve to know. My right to keep secrets from you has long expired and I will tell you what you want to know.Underneath the writing was an address and an apartment number.124 South Bend Avenue.

Without another thought, the waterbender grabbed her parka and opened her window welcoming a snowy, arctic breeze into her relatively warm bedroom. She needed to get a grip on what was happening and he was going to help her with it, "Sleep tight, Naga, I won't be long." Jumping onto the snow-covered roof that stood below her, she landed in a soundless thump. She moved swiftly and with purpose as the crunching snow beneath her feet gave her new life. Leaping to the ground off the first floor roof, she landed beside the old guard quarters and pressed her body to the wall. With caution, she peeked her head around the corner and scoped out the surrounding area for any passing white lotus sentries. Her teacher had certainly bulked up on security in light of her recent, hostile interactions with the equalists as well as the overall increasing instability in the city. With the area clear, she sprinted to the cliffs of the island diving straight into the grasp of the icy waters below without a single hesitation.

Half way across the bay, her head broke the surface of the water for air. Her foggy breath spilled out from her mouth as she looked back at the island. "I'm sorry, Tenzin, but I have to do this," she spoke. Loud bangs could be heard from across the bay. It was Memorial Island's clock signaling that it was midnight. It had been an hour or so after he had left. She could be too late and the deed could already be done, so she swam even faster propelling herself more powerfully with her waterbending.

-0-

He sat with his mask in his hands as his head zipped through thousands of scenarios at once. He stared at the door, she isn't coming. Perhaps she didn't want to come, didn't want to know. It hurt to think of the possibility that she didn't want him anymore because she didn't want any part of the real person he was. It wounded him to think that she could help him but in reality he could never atone for the things he had done, but it didn't explain why he was so hopeful of a sudden. Hope, he hadn't felt it so long. It was all waste. He should have listened to his own rules. Never get involved with the enemy. The end result over self. He signed. Leaving his mask behind on the table in front of him, he combed his dark hair back with his hand and rose to his feet moving into the main bedroom of his apartment. Traveling to his closet, he lowered his body to his knees placing his palms against the cool floor boards. His fingertips scanned the surface searching for a specific groove. Noatak hadn't felt this weak in years, not physically weak, but mentally lost. He was lost because he no longer believed in his infallibility.

He removed one of the planks opening one of the secret compartments located in his apartment. He looked down at his uniform holding it within his hands. This was the only thing he knew how to do. This is what he was. He began to undress himself. Limbs were numb. He couldn't feel his own body. He felt like he was somebody else.

"Noatak?"

He thought he imagined her voice, but then it came again.

"Noatak!"

He turned to the sight of her standing in the frame of the doorway, "Korra…" was all he could manage to say. He blinked stupidly believing for a moment that it was just his imagination toying with him.

"What the hell are you doing?"

He looked down at his hands and bare torso, "I assumed that you weren't coming."

"So you were just going to take out your own brother!"

"Precisely."

She pinched the bridge of her nose, "Spirits, Noatak…" she grumbled shaking her head irately, a small puddle of water formed around her feet. He hadn't noticed that she was soaking wet; snowflakes stuck to her freezing hair sprinkling her brunette locks with blotches of white. He wanted to give her some dry clothing but her voice stopped him, "I just can't take it sometimes. You think it's… it's always you against the whole fucking world."

"It's not so different from you. You believe you can just enact vigilantly justice were ever you go."

"That's not true!"

He found his feet nearing her, his muscular chest outlined attractively by the light from his bedroom, "I'll just go out and get myself killed! Will that make you happy? You won't have to deal with any of my shit ever again," he swallowed unsteadily noticing how her wet clothing clung appealingly to body showcasing her toned muscles and plump breasts.

"Don't you dare!"

"Then stop me," he challenged.

The distance between them was gone and her arms captured his body with her own as she wrapped them tightly around his neck. Her lips smashed against his in an insurmountable show of passion and he realized that there was nobody like her he had ever met that could make the desire to surrender so strong that it hurt, so strong that it turned his weakness into an unbreakable strength. He could feel his anger turn to dust and his misery pour out at the spots where her fingertips touched his skin. In a moment's time his clouded eyes became clear as if he had been blind his whole life and all he could see was her.

Without breaking the embrace they exited the closet and entered the bedroom. He pressed his tongue into her mouth deepening the kiss as his arms pulled her body closer. Her dripping clothes rubbed against his bare torso. She should've been freezing abut she wasn't. She had maintained her core temperature with her firebending. They needed to be closer, they needed each other. They broke away as he withdrew her shirt from the grace of her body. His finger immediately fingering her wrap undone while his lips planted opened mouth kisses down the side of her neck. She could feel his rock hard cock through the thin fabric of his trousers. Had he been missing her this much? Her fingers followed the trail down his firm abdomen until they reached place she was searching for. She was happy as he trembled underneath her touch. She rubbed his shaft tenderly with the pad of her thumb. He grunted in aching ecstasy, "What are you doing, Avatar?" he got out successfully, "Trying to get the better of me?" he growled playfully. He didn't know where her sudden audacity came from. The first time they were together, she was very demure and mindful. He licked his lips. He liked this side of her.

"That's the plan," she smirked as she started stroke the length of his penis again. His eyes rolled back into his skull from the pleasure created by fingertips but stopped her short grabbing her wrist, "My, my, when have you gotten so bold? It was only a week ago you were timid."

"Life's too short," she answered quickly.

"Then you should know not to toy with me. I'll make you pay."

In one swift motion, he liberated her breasts from her waterlogged wrap by undoing the final tie and pushed her down on the bed with her legs dangling over the edge. His hands were at her thighs drawing her pants down until she was absolutely naked. He stood above her breathless, marveling at the sight of her naked form, "I'll show you how play with someone," he murmured with lustful hunger. His face was full of wonder from the perfection of her body as he dipped his head between her legs. She giggled feeling his sideburns brush against her skin, "Then show me," she teased. His mouth left hot trails of open-mouthed kisses down her legs as paraded down to the most intimate part of her body while his hands trailed up to her breasts massaging them with rough assertion. He tilted in to taste her. His warm fingertips heated her skin as they pulled at her taut nipples as his tongue began to inflict its torture on her body. After a few minutes, the Avatar was moaning so loud that it was hard to hear anything else. She gripped the bed sheets around her for stability as she neared her peak. He could sense the pressure building up inside of her as her muscles tensed and her face began to shine with a frenzied high. His tongue darted in faster touching her sensitive lobe in titillating, circular motions.

"Noa…. Noa…" she groaned breathing hard, "please…" she begged. Her fingers crawled between her legs gripping the hair on his head that was wedged between them, "please…"

Standing up, he unloosened the belt dropping his pants and boxers to his ankles. He grabbed her hips positioning them in front of his. She could feel the heat from the head of his penis at her entrance, "Noatak…" she pleaded once more.

"Say you want me," he insisted in deep, yearning voice.

"I want you, Noatak! I want only you," she shouted and he penetrated her in a violent thrust. A sigh of satisfaction released from their lungs as they molded into one another. His fingers bruised the skin around her hips as he pressed into her with unparalleled force hastily picking up the pace. Her back arched off the bed moaning deep from her throat, body aglow from pressure and friction. Without breaking any connection, he leaned down on top of her catching her face within his hands staring deeply into them. She kissed his collarbone and shoulder but he wasted no time in finding her lips. Her nails dug into his back. His hands were in her wild hair. She could hear his heartbeat in her ears, and his whimpers of pleasure above. Approaching their peaks, he slid his hands outward toward the top of the bed as waves of ecstasy crashed down on every limb and cell in his body. Korra screamed as her coil snapped with her legs tensed and arms slung loosely around his neck.

Bare bodies sprawled out on the bed, limbs tangled in sheets and each other with foreheads damp with sweat. They both pulsed in happiness and exhaustion, their skin glistening in a radiant glow of lust. Still out of breath, he gingerly untangled his sweating limbs from her body plopping over to her side. His hands pulled her back into his body, and they laid there in silence not wanting to disturb the moment.

"You never said those words before," her fingertips lazily traced circles on his chest.

"What words?" his now coarse voice asked.

"I love you."

"Well it's true," he smiled sleepily.

"I think I love you too" she whispered. She leaned in and kissed his cheek, "I love you too."

"Please don't say that."

"Why not?"

"Because you will regret it. I'm not worthy of your love."

"Well, you got my heart now, so you gotta live with it. You're not a bad person, you're not monster."

He sighed, "I'm a bender, Korra. I'm waterbender."

She sat up, her bare breasts broke out in goosebumps from the contact with the cool air, "well, that's not really a surprise. You're brother's a bender too," she turned and looked at him, "You're so scared that I won't accept you, but thing is, Noa, I have already chosen my fate, you."
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A Terrible Synergy

Chapter 15

She sat across the table in one of his old t-shirts and a cup of hot tea in her hands. They had decided to move into his small kitchen to talk. It was very late now, and the snow was beginning to pile up on the window sills. He turned the stove off and pushed the hot tea kettle to the side on one of the unused burners. He took his seat. His cup was wedged between his hands. The steam rose into the air.

His mind was there and everywhere all at once, and he didn't know where to start, or how to begin; even the words that swam around inside his head didn't seem to fall into the correct order like they always had before; they failed in making a picture of his past because they were inadequate, he was inadequate. He swallowed nervously. He was never as magnificent as he made himself out to be and the idea of what he was far from reality of his actual self. His lip twitched, and despite his insecurities and fears he still wanted to tell her everything. She remained sitting there quietly as she observed him intently.

"I'm just a poor boy from the North, that's all I am," his eyes were at his tea cup, "I was born into a simple family. I had a father, a mother, and a brother. In the beginning, everything was good and my childhood was normal for the most part, you could even say that we were happy for a time. I would spend my days playing with Tarrlok or some of the kids from our small village. Back then I didn't have care in the world, I was just kid being kid, and then one day it was all taken away from me, and everything that I once loved in the world went away. It was when Tarrlok and I found out that we were waterbenders that everything fell apart."

He huffed. A low, almost defeated laugh came from his throat and he scowled, "That's why bending is no good," his face filled up with an emotion she took to be as hate, "It destroys everything in the end. It takes the light in you and just snuffs it out, and all you can feel anymore. The only thing left is the power that runs through veins, not the people around you. Just the power and nothing else."

"How can you say that?" the Avatar questioned calmly trying to understand. Noatak was aware of her stance regarding the practice of bending. He couldn't fathom how she didn't have the least bit of animosity against it since it took her family away from her. A six year old girl left to grow up in a guarded facility and not the warmth of her family's house. She would undoubtedly answer that it was her duty. The noble sentiment angered him. All her life she was controlled by it having to master all the four disciplines and maintain balance, but what could he do? They both were two sides of the same coin.

He firmed the hold on his cup trying to channel his ill feeling, "Because it happened to my father, and it happened to me. The kindhearted, loving man I thought my father to be disintegrated before my eyes. The first name I called him by was Imnek, the great cliff. I admired my father greatly when I was a boy. I wanted to be just like him, and then we discovered that we were waterbenders, and that's when my father showed us who he really was. If I never were a bender none of this would have happened. I would have led a normal life and my father would've died of old age and we'd would never have known his real identity. Nothing would have changed. My mother and brother would've been safe and sated. It because of my father, my awful, awful father that all this shit happened. He wasn't the man that he said he was. He wasn't anything he said he was." He could no longer keep the sheer fury that arose inside him. He should've killed him. He regretted his mercy every day. He shut his eyes and violently clawed the surface of the table until they were fists. It was too hard. He couldn't do it.

Almost lost in the grasp of despair, her fingertips reeled him back. They stroked the top on his hand. She was leaning across the table, "Slow down. Breathe. You don't have to tell me everything at once. Just take your time. We have a lot of time," she eyed the reflection of snow against the pane of the kitchen window.

Never breaking the contact with his hand, she moved behind him. Her arms curled around his shoulders in consolidation. She slowly lowered her body so she was at his side on her knees, her soft eyes fixed on his face silently assessing the situation. She caught his gaze from below and found his pupils floating in something that she never ever saw from him before. It was shame. His body remained slumped over and his features contorted in a knot of troubled tension. He was trying to stay strong, but the feeling rushed back to him, the pain and suffering he felt all those years. What he once assumed to be dead inside came to life. It would've been easier to stay silent and not say a single word, but he didn't want it that way. He needed her.

Everything came back as if it never left him. He squeezed his eyes shut and he could see himself there, standing in that blizzard with the sting of ice against his skin and the burn of his father's orders in his ears. Everything just turned dark and something inside snapped, and he just couldn't take it anymore. On that cold November day, everything holding him together buckled and collapsed underneath him, and all he could think of was to start running. His hands harshly gripped the sides of his face as a flood of memories surged back into his mind. He remembered looking down at his hands as he bloodbent his own father, how it felt to control every single blood vessel in his body; how simple and easy it was to crush his heart with the closing of his fist or stop his kidneys with a flick of a finger, but he couldn't do it. It was pathetic. Why couldn't he just have ended the pain there? He was the root of all the suffering. How could he still have an immovable sway over him, and he looked down again and saw his hands. He held the power, and he looked down and saw his hands. There they were laying out in front of him, cracked and bloody, taunting him, pleading for him to end it but couldn't. He heard the sound of his father's gasps and smiled but couldn't do anything more than that. Maybe it was the little bit of humanity left inside his heart that thwarted his sinister desires because his father was the one that gave him everything and nothing all at once, and then he thought about his mother, the woman who raised and truly loved him. He needed to leave. He needed to get away. Then he started running, as if he actually believed that he would be free from his family's cruse or his father's ghost. He ran away but nothing changed. He would always be his father's son; he would always be a monster.

Korra stayed by his side watching his deep contemplations unsure of what to do. She stroked the bare muscles of his back in attempt to ease the pain that he was experiencing but nothing seemed to bring him out of the state he was in.

"Noatak, I'm here. I'm right here," Korra soothed.

He said nothing in reply. His finger nails dug deeper into the skin at his temples. He squeezed his eyes shut.

He had abandoned his little brother only to turn back, but he couldn't see him anymore; the warm face of his brother was engulfed by the blankness of the storm, and suspended in that moment of desperate hopelessness he had sensed his heart seal shut. That's when he realized he was alone: there were no arms to wrap around him and tell him that it was alright, that it would turn out fine in the end. The snow swirled around him, his own element trapping him in. That day he had abandoned the only people that would openly embrace him no matter the circumstance, and he had left them to live with that monster. The sensation from his memory was so painful and intense that he didn't notice the hot tears crawling down his face. The tips of his fingers grew numb. All those years he had failed to recall how much it had killed him because he forced himself to forget, forced himself to disremember his mother's face, his brother's laughter, and everything that he was because he couldn't be that person anymore. He had to be someone else because he was no good, he was tainted; he was broken. Korra eased her body closer to him; with great care, her hands gently enveloped around his shepherding them to his lap.

The dampness upon his face was a new sight to her because she had never seen him cry before; each tear looked as if it physically cut him as they rolled down his flesh. She was still kneeling beside him, "It's okay, you're not alone anymore," she caressed his wet cheek gathering up his tears, showing him that they were harmless, "I'm here and I'm not going anywhere… and I know… I know how difficult it is for you to share this with me," the waterbender whispered to him no louder than the sound of one's own thoughts. He looked so lost, "but you have to let it go. You just have to or you're going to make yourself go crazy. Accept and move forward. It's okay if you have to take one step at a time. All that matters is that you're moving, okay? I forgive you. I forgive you for everything that you've done because I believe you're a good person, and I won't leave you here, I promise." Her free hand clutched his in a supportive gesture and hard line of tension in face faded. Slowly he laced his fingers with hers and pulled her hand toward his quivering lips kissing it.

She smiled leaning her head against his shoulder happy to have calmed him down. Suddenly, he arms draped around her waist pulling her up from to her feet. He hugged her with a sort of desperation. He was still in his chair and she was standing now. His fingers balled up the loose fabric of her t-shirt in an unrelenting hold and his head pressed into her midsection like a child.

"I'm so sorry," he whispered.

At first she was taken aback. His strong voice came out only in a hoarse murmur. In a second, the shock passed, and Korra instinctively swathed his shoulders in an embrace as she watched over him in his chair. Why was he so sorry? What did he do?

"I'm so sorry," he repeated, "I'm so sorry."

She combed back his dark locks of hair and kissed his crown, "You don't have to be sorry. Just tell me. What is it?" the Avatar coaxed gently.

"You don't understand," he released her and pushed her back from his body but not in violent manner. He was shaking his head, "I'm no ordinary waterbender, Korra."

"Then what are you?"

His eyes closed preparing for the worst, "I'm a bloodbender," but when he opened them she hadn't run away like he had expected she would but stayed there with a patience that was so unlike her.

"So what?" she huffed visibly displeased, "Do you think that's going to make me tuck my tail between my legs and run away? Is that what you were apologizing for?"

"I don't know," he confessed weakly. His attention was cast down toward the ground. What was he apologizing for? For what he is? For what he did? Then she realized something: his mask was simply a shield that protected him from the outside world. It was the tool that made his memories go silent and his emotions disappear. He must've never talked to anybody about this. The waterbender paced back to her chair moving it closer to him as she took her seat. The room had grown silent and her tea had grown cold. She didn't care though, she would stay there for days if that was how long it would take to hear him out.

"Kind of pitiful isn't it?"

"What?" she asked bemused.

"I'm forty years old and I'm tearing up about things that had happened so long ago. It's a load of rubbish," he scoffed and shoved his chair away from the table, "It's pathetic."

"Where are you going?"

"I don't know."

"Are you fucking kidding me?!" she shouted as she jumped to her feet. Her patience with him had worn off, "You always shut me out and keep me in the dark. I can't live that way anymore… we can't afford to live that way anymore if you want any chance of this working out. You promised me."

Hurt was in her eyes. He tightened his fists, "I know. I know," shameful of his weakness. He wanted to keep everything inside. He didn't want to bring it out, but if he wanted her to be with him and trust him, he knew he had to. "I just didn't think I'd be this hard…" he admitted trying to find a way to say what needed to be said, "Remember that day, months ago, when you asked me if people have made me suffer?"

She nodded.

"They have, and I have seen and experienced things that you would never want to withstand in any of your lifetimes. Bloodbending is an awful thing. It steals your innocence from you, your character, and replaces it with gaping hole in your chest because how can you feel anything after that?" he paused and pounded his knuckles so hard against the tabletop that their cups fell over spilling their contents all over the surface of the wood, "And you know what? I loved it, I loved bloodbending. I loved the control. I was like a god. I could stop a heart and start it with a single thought. Nothing was impossible. I could bend anything to my will. I was unstoppable."

The puddles of tea started teetering toward the edge but neither paid any notice. "You can bloodbend with just your thoughts?" she breathed as the familiar sense of fear crept over her. What kind of power was that? If the full moon was present, he could kill her now without even flinching a muscle. He could probably murder the next three people in the neighboring room without setting a foot outside his apartment, but he didn't. He could have killed her the first time they met or anytime for that matter, but he didn't. He told her himself that he didn't kill because he liked it. His heart wasn't that of a murderer's, "You used the word 'loved'… that's past tense."

He lowered his head, "What can I say? I was a pretty fucked up back then," he sighed. The cuss was the only thing that seemed to concisely sum up his past: fucked up, "and I was a serious threat too: a pissed off teenager with an extraordinary power," he stifled a laugh but it wasn't a happy one, "My brother and I were born from the strongest line of bloodbenders in history. I was a prodigy and Tarrlok wasn't. I mastered the element of water by the age of 10 and bloodbending by the age 14 including physic bloodbending."

"So Tarrlok's a bloodender too?"

He nodded indicating that her insight was correct, "The only thing is that we are not average bloodbenders. We don't need a full moon to do it. We can bloodbend at will regardless of the moon phase. I just happen to able to do physically and my brother cannot."

"You're are that powerful?" she blinked trying to process the information, "that's amazing." Katara had told her about technique, and how she used it to save her brother's and Aang's life. She also informed her of the dangers of it, and how she almost did something that she would've regretted the rest of life. In prime, her waterbending master had to be one of the strongest waterbendrs on the face of the earth, but even she wasn't that powerful to bloodbend without the aid of the full moon.

His face dropped, "It isn't a gift, Korra. It's a curse."

The statement hung heavily in the air, "That's how you're always one step ahead of everyone. That's how you best every single bender in the fights against you…" the Avatar connected the dots one by one. Everything became clear, "Is it how you take bending away too?"

"Yes," he took his seat.

"Then revolution is nothing but a lie!" she felt nauseous, "How can you tolerate what you do knowing that? How can you even look your followers in the eye?"

"Because I believed my own lies," he stated honestly, "I believed I was Amon, that man Noatak never existed," he flicked his fingers forward and the spilled tea followed their motion. She blinked registering what he was doing. He was waterbending, "I knew it was useless in the end. How could I ever get rid of this?" He propelled the water toward the sink where it landed in a loud splash. "I thought I could go on living like that. I suppose I thought my sacrifices were justified through my work. My life was worthless compared to my work. I didn't realize how utterly empty I was until I meet you. You know, the day we first met, I told you my real name. That was first time I had said it in nearly twenty years."

"Why'd did you?"

"I couldn't tell you. In all honesty, all I cared about when I first met you was fucking you."

"Geez, Noatak," she huffed at his brutal disclosure.

"That's only time I didn't spend behind the mask, when I needed to let off steam and breathe. I guess a person can't always live like that repressing their true self. I would chase after woman and tell them names that weren't my own. Then I would leave when I was done. I promise I never coerced them, they were always willing."

"Spirits, just stop talking," she wanted to punch him in the face.

"I'm not done. I'm getting to the point, Korra," he folded his hands together, "I told you my name because I wanted you to know it."

"What? So I could scream it out when you finally got me cornered in the alley with my pants down?" She was angry.

"No," he said a bit too snappily, "I can't explain it but something about you compelled me to tell you my real name."

She rolled her eyes, "Stop being dramatic."

"I'm not because it's the truth," he reached for her hand ignoring her scathing comments, "I wanted to believe that it was just lust that I felt for you but it was something far deeper than that. I don't want to go on living like a shell anymore. You make me feel human; you make me feel alive, and you give me the hope that I can make things right when they've been so wrong for so long. Those women I was with mean nothing to me and they never will. I never felt anything for them the way I feel for you, not even close. You took my heart right out my chest, and I couldn't stop myself from falling in love with you. Even after I knew who you were."

A tiny grin stretched across her face, "That was a pretty good save."

He laughed softly from her remark, "It's the truth. Every word I said to you at the island I meant."

Silence encompassed the room again. She deliberated over the new information he had given her and what it meant. There were still a lot of things left unanswered.

"Who taught you how to bloodbend?"

"My father."

"Imnek?" she offered.

"That wasn't his name," he shook his head, "That was just a cover so the authorities couldn't track him down."

"Your father was a criminal?"

"Yes, yes he was. He was one of the worst gang leaders in the history of Republic City. His name was Yakone and he was ruthless gangster. You probably read or was told about him during your time in the White Lotus compound. In any case, it was Avatar Aang who finally brought him to justice. It was hard to bring him trial since he had a finger wrapped around everyone and everything, but your predecessor, along with Southern Watertribe councilman Sokka and police chief Toph Bei Fong, found enough evidence and witnesses to put him away for life under the claims of bloodbending. It's illegal to do so under any circumstances in the United Republic. Your waterbending master was a huge advocate for making the technique banned. My father always despised her for it. Anyway, he was convicted to life in prison. In retaliation of the sentence, he bloodbent everyone in the courtroom and took off. Avatar Aang eventually got to him and removed his bending."

"Why was he so terrible?"

"Because he did whatever the hell he wanted to and no one could do anything about it because he controlled everything. People lived in constant fear because they didn't know if they were going to live to see the end of the week because of him and his Red Monsoons. Like I said, he had a finger in everything, and when he needed something he just twist it. Kill a few there, rape a nice girl, terrorize a couple over here, coerce money from industries and businesses, and then use it to pay the cops to look the other way. It was nothing personal, just business. It was his life. All he wanted was power, and that desire never stopped. He didn't care how many people he needed to kill until he was on top," he exhaled deeply, "He was a bloodbender, a bloodbender like me. He taught me everything he knew including his prized physic bloodbending. After all, he was grooming me.

"I have this vivid memory of my father. I was a small child, three and half years old. It was the day of my brother's birth. I remember my father handing him to me. He was so small. When I was ever retold this story by my mother, she'd always tell me that I was so upset. She told me that I said to bring him back because all he did was cry and sit around. I guess I thought I'd have an immediate playmate," he smiled faintly from the memory, "It wasn't as happy as I make it out to be. Tarrlok's birth nearly killed our mother from blood lost. I was just a child when I walked into that room. I saw my mother, she was sitting in bed. Her face was as white as the snowfall outside and her temples were damp with sweat. The sheets beneath her were red. She was laying in her own blood, and she was going to die," he bit down on his lip. She could see anger stir in him, "My father came up to me and shouted at me to save her. I didn't know what he was talking about. I didn't understand at all. It happened so fast. My mother's eyes were glassy. Even for a three year, I could see that she was slipping away. I didn't know what to do. What could a three year old do? My father was stilling yelling at me. I placed my hand just below her navel because that was where the pain was coming from, and I closed my eyes. Next thing I knew my mother was fine and my brother was alive in my father arms. He wailing in his arms. That was the only time he had ever held Tarrlok. He gave him to me and told me that tarrlok was my mine. He didn't want anything to do with him because he had almost taken the life of our mother away. I guess in my father's eyes, Tarrlok was a weakling, a weakling that almost caused the death of his beloved wife. He patted me on the shoulder and told I did a good job. I didn't even know I could waterbend, I couldn't even recite our tribe's alphabet without stumbling, and yet he knew what I was before I could even walk or talk."

Korra remained silent and he continued talking.

"It's so fitting. I'm exactly like him in the end," he laughed darkly. "You know, I was so afraid to admit that until now, but it's the truth. So many truths tonight. I'm exactly like him, a carbon copy."

"You're not."

He ignored her statement, "I probably look exactly him. Too bad I can never tell. His face wasn't his real one. After he had broken out of prison he had it surgically altered. I never got to see that bastard's face, and look I wear mask everyday too!"

"Stop it," sadness welled up in her throat. There was more left unexpressed to his sad recollection.

"Why should I stop? I've denied myself the truth for more than half my life. I thought I was so different from him, but I'm not. I'm not," he leaned back in his chair, "He decided my fate long before I even understood the definition of the word. How is there any way out? We will be what we will be until we die. There is no possibility of change."

"Shut the fuck up, Noatak."

He was silenced by her sudden outburst.

"You're a real dumb ass for being a prodigy," she grumbled. She was still mulling over his story, but his wallowing was pissing her off, "Why say those things?"

"What do you mean?"

"You say that we can't change. That we are doomed to whatever fate we've been deemed."

"Yes, I did."

"It's a bunch a bullshit. Get over yourself. If we don't have any capacity to change then why are we here together at all? Why did you chase after me? Why are you telling me these things when we could've just been enemies from the start?"

She glared at him. There she was. Always keeping him honest.

"Because I didn't know I could change," a small smile crossed his lips, "And then I met you."

"Spirits," her heated stare cooled as she rolled her eyes, "I turned a pessimist into romantic."

The man chuckled at her reaction, "I guess I have changed."

"You were talking about your dad, remember?"

"Right, I was," he continued with his story, "My father escaped prison and underwent surgery to change his appearance. He moved to a place called Kassuq, a remote village in the Northern Watertribe, where he met my mother. They married and had me nine months later, and then Tarrlok. He want under the pretense of Imnek until he revealed his true identity to us when he took us on over first hunting trip. That's when he started to teach us how to bloodbend. He intended to make us bloodbenders of the highest caliber so we could one day avenge him. At first, we would only go during the full moon but as we matured and our skills improved, we moved to bending during anytime of the day later moved to bloodbending each other. I carried all of my father's burdens and expectations because I was the golden son, the prodigy.

"Tarrlok always got the short end of the stick. Yakone hated him with a passion because he wasn't like me. I was content in knowing that I was protecting him in a way. He taught me everything he knew, and it wasn't long until I perfected everything he had to teach me. All we ever did was train. He was a cruel, unforgiving man. He was manipulative bastard and would beat us. He would beat our mother. I was trapped in my own head. There was no way out. I was suffocating," he stopped briefly, his eyes dark, "I ran away. I was fourteen. We were on a hunting trip. He made Tarrlok and I bloodbend each other. I did it easily but Tarrlok refused to do it. You see, Tarrlok wasn't anything like me; he didn't receive the same kind of frenzy and thirst that I did when he bloodbent. At the start of our 'hunting trips', he puked after every practice when we were only bending the blood of wild dogs. My younger brother never had the stomach for it. Ever since birth Tarrlok was mine. I made it upon myself to protect him because I thought that Tarrlok could walk away from this and make something good out of his life. Maybe he could settle down one day and start a family of his own and be happy. That slim piece of hope for my brother is what made living bearable; it was enough.

"Some nights we would stay up drilling with our father until the early hours of the morning practicing the forms until our knees give out under their own bodyweight in exhaustion, but if our limbs dropped even an inch toward the ground in protest, our father would begin to beat them until they stood straight again. He never tolerated sloppiness. Never once took an excuse for anything but excellence. He would play games with your mind. He was so good at manipulating you. He would have you believing every word he said until you went crazy. He was like that with everyone he met, like a poison seeping through your skin until it was too late.

"In the end, it was too much for me to take. I stopped seeing my friends or venturing far from the house. Many times my mother would ask me about my somber behavior. How I wanted to scream at her, but all I could give her was nod. I knew how much it hurt her to see him that way and not tell what was bothering me, but I couldn't bring himself to care anymore. It just hurt too much if I did, and couldn't pretend anymore for her sake. My mother and brother were the true victims, I had failed in my oath to protect them."

He turned his gaze turned in hands, "Tarrlok was so innocent back then. He was never the weakling my father thought he was because he was strong enough to stay. He was strong enough to not fall into the grip of despair like I had, but his strength only lasted him so long. Now he too has fallen into the same pattern as I have. We are nothing more than puppets of a dead man directing the city toward all-out war," his eyelids slid shut, "That's it. I abandoned them both because I couldn't take it anymore. We weren't his sons. All we were tools to get him something he desired more than loving his own family."

His story was one of the saddest she'd ever heard in her life, "I never know."

"I could you?" he tried to joke.

"I'm sorry."

"It's okay. It feels better that I told you. I can't do anything about it now, can I?"

"Is that why you become Amon?"

"I guess that's a part of it, yes. I become Amon because I thought it was the only way I could help people- by eradicating bending. I saw what it did to my life and its place throughout history. I wanted to change the world for the better, but in long run I was unable too because I underestimated the influence that my father still had over me. I became blinded by my own power and ambition. I lost sight of what was important."

For hours, he talked about his father and his training, about Tarrlok, and his mother, Anana. How maybe things would have been different if he had stayed. He told her about how he had trekked all the way to the Northern Capitol after he had run away in the blizzard and how a trail of blood marked his path in the snow because the soles of his feet grown blistered and cracked under the mileage of the long walk. At the capitol, he joined the Northern Water Tribe Navy only for the reasons of acquiring a place to stay and a hot meal since he hadn't eaten in days and didn't have any money. He was shipped out on the SS Tonraq-Unalaq to the Eastern Sea, and after a few days on deck he mysteriously disappeared. He had gone AWOL in the middle of the night jumping into the sea. That was the last time he went by Noatak because the Navy would be looking for him. Desertion was punishable by death and he had no desire to die. The ship had only been a few miles off the coast of the United Republic just like he had planned. He ended up in Republic City, the glorious city that his father always talked about, in the following days. Upon arrival in the city, he was shocked to see that the streets weren't paved with gold like he had always imagined; the sun didn't seem to shine any brighter than it did when he was at home in his village. The sky was so dark. For the first few weeks he lived on the streets, eating off the scraps of others and taking up strange jobs. He saw poverty first hand, disease, hatred, bigotry, and gross inequality. In one month, he had shed twenty pounds in weight and his hair was greasy and unkempt reaching down to the middle of his shoulder blades. He didn't have a plan. He was just a lost teenager in a city that had swallowed him whole. Then one day, a curious, elderly nonbender took him in. He had opened his door to him without asking any questions. Noatak liked him because he never asked him many questions. The old man selflessly gave him food and a bed to sleep in, a kindness that he believed didn't exist. The man was known as Gar. He was a very petite framed man with deep set wrinkles and a neatly trimmed beard. He didn't know what the old nonbender had seen in him, but liked him. The man was angry with the world and he knew it had to change. Gar was a very intelligent man. He taught him how to be patient, how to wait. In the back of the man's apartment, there were old books stacked to the ceiling, and in the evening he would educate him about the new discovers in science and principles of speech-writing and rhetoric until he spoke as well as the councilmembers on the radio. He lost his long hair under the old man's suggestion of a shorter, more modern style because he would fit in better. He had even enlisted in a school. Life seemed to going very well and he admired the old man very much for everything he had given him. Gar had been more a father than his ever was. Then one morning Noatak woke up to find him in his bed. His throat was slit; the crimson blood pooled around his body staining his pure white sheets. The old man had owed a debt to the triple-threats that had been unpaid for many years, so the boss ordered him to be killed. It had happened during the night when everything was quiet. The window was broken. Glass shards littered the floor. All his possessions were missing and the walls that once were adorned with colorful artwork were stripped bare. His eyes rested on his friend's lifeless body. That day he came to the conclusion that nothing good could ever eternally exist in the world and his hope faltered once more. A crumpled note was perched in his curled, pale hand. It stated that he knew he would die and he had hidden his most valuable possessions under the floor boards for him. The final statements implored him to use his talents to make the world a better place by bestowing the liberty and equality the he never had to the people of Republic. In the pool of the blood of the old man, Amon was born and the rest was history.

He talked until the mourning rays spilled through the window panes painting the floor in the bright colors of the rising sun, until his deep voice quieted and both their eyes drooped shut from tiredness where they fell asleep in one another's arms. For the first time in years he slept with a heart unwieghted.
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The city was barely waking when the wheels of fate started turning all because one man could not be held to wait for a teenager any longer. He would not be subjected to that kind of humiliation just because she had a change in plans. He was the one in control not her. Unfortunately, the teenager he was waiting on happened to be the most powerful person in the world, and shown from her absence tonight she believed that she was above the law, that she was above him, that nothing and no one could hold her back from what she thought was right. The Avatar was wrong in her assertions. His tanned fingers adjusted the collar of his crisp blue blazer flattening and refolding it so it rested flush against his pristine white button down shirt. He glanced at the clock at the other end of his office. It was three in the morning and he was nowhere close to sleep. His mind was swimming in dark waters. She had made a grave mistake in choosing not to show. He knew she was keeping secrets, secrets that could potentially save the city by quelling the insurgency of the equalists. The information that she harbored was vital knowledge that he could use to destroy the masked man's image, and, as a result of vanquishing the darkness from the city, he would become the savior in the eyes of every single citizen of the United Republic. The Avatar was simply being selfish by keeping things to herself, and she was being greedy by believing that she could protect everyone, including her friends, airebending master, and even Amon.

A limit existed to her power, and she would face the consequences. If she wanted to keep secrets; it would only ruin her in the end. If Amon was the person he posited he was than what kind of loyalty did she have to him? A bitter smirk lined his lips; she was probably being manipulated. The rebel leader's methods weren't that different from his own.

In the beginning, when she first arrived, he thought that he and Korra could be partners saving the city together. He adored her as his partner, especially when she was obedient, but all his efforts to steer her in the correct direction seemed worthless after their first operation at Dragon Flats Borough. It occurred a few months before Amon's attack on the arena. It was the taskforce's most successful job by managing to capture and incarcerate all the known equalists within the compound. The avatar should have been jumping with joy for the service she had done for her city but she was total opposite stuck in a state of quietness. Photos were taken for the Republic City Tribune and RC Times. The criminals were placed on their knees and arranged in line with the taskforce members behind them. The officers' face were sated as they loomed over their catch like happy fisherman. Tarrlok and Korra stood at the opposite ends of their celebrating crew. She had been acting very reserved the entire operation, which had worried him. The camera flashes blinded him for a second. He remembered glancing over towards her direction. The sight of the Avatar was very displeasing. Her young face was expressionless and her head was point down toward the equalist perpetrators that sat at her heels. She didn't look happy, and that's when he knew that he had lost her allegiance.

Afterward, the criminals were taken to be interrogated at the police station but none of them would speak. Their unflinching loyalty was firmly in the hands of the masked man. It was clear that they'd rather die than betray their leader. No one slipped or fumbled. The captured prisoners were very well versed, and nothing was recovered about the location of the other training and recruitment facilities; even after the offer of an abbreviated sentence in prison. When they were asked the cause of their association to the terrorist group one man answered with earnest, "This is a diseased age! The great Amon has diagnosed the world's ailment and he has found the cure! You are sick! Let Amon help you! He is the cure and only until he cleanses every single rotting bender will the world be able to breathe easy again!" The councilman was already familiar with the man's bold words because they were from one of the equalist manifestos that Amon had written himself. They were fanatical documents that stated the platform of his party and eminent takeover. He found that non-educated and desperate individuals clung to those papers as if it was a choice between life and death, just like the man sprawled out at his feet. They were always the toughest to break. Tarrlok spat on the man and kicked him in the stomach until he was heaped over on his side begging for him to stop. That's when Korra intervened, to prevent him from beating the man any further. She said, "Stop Tarrlok, he is a defenseless man." The councilman angrily shook his head as the same man she was defending backlashed at her, "You dumb cunt! I don't need your fucking help! You're a rat! A germ! Just because you think you're different from him doesn't mean that you are! All you fucking benders are the same! You will be destroyed, you will be destroyed!" It was if she hadn't heard the man's dripping response because her expression remained much the same other than the addition of clenched fists, "Stop hurting these people."

He recalled watching Korra very closely when she left the police station that night. She was questioning him and his course of action and knew that the taskforce could no longer keep her on his side. He needed to find another way to gain her loyality. Foolishly he had imagined growing close to her through their shared experiences in exterminating the terrorist plot; that, maybe, when it was all over, she would stay in the city to rule with him if he pushed her the right way. The Avatar was quite an attractive woman once one got past the brash attitude. She simply just needed to be polished a bit and she would've made the prefect wife. Having the Avatar to bed and control would've been the ultimate trophy, but it was an unrealistic fantasy. All his feelings that he initially held for the Avatar weren't true. All he show in her was potential to elevate himself higher on the social ladder. Just like a teenage boy sees a beautiful woman for the first time, his feelings simply were just lust for her. They both had different goals and now she was getting in his way. Time has run out in persuading her; she needed to be disposed of. Around one in the morning, a rumor was brought to his attention by one of his informants. A mysterious man had visited the Air Temple last night to see Korra but no name was given. He was certain Korra had been turned. She was an enemy of the state.

-0-

The airbending master slept soundly next to his wife who was due to give birth any day now. The old monk dreamed of nothing and his mind was blank both exhausted from his duties in the city's council and worrying about Korra's wellbeing. He turned in his sleep feeling for his wife through the covers. Keeping Amon's revolution at bay was hard enough with the small number of leads they have procured, and, in attempting to track the masked man's every movement, he neglected his family of his attention. Deep down he was terrified. He was fearful of for his family's safety on the island. He didn't know if war could be avoided or if they could be protected. He didn't know what terrible tricks Amon still had left up his sleeve. He didn't know any of these things. The unknowns of this conflict frightened him. In his weakness he tried to find strength because it was what his father would have done: put the world first instead of one's own fears and comforts. At least that's what he told himself every morning to get out of bed and face his children's sad faces to say goodbye. The city was meant to be a beacon of hope, a place where every denomination was welcomed and accepted. He had to uphold this dream because one it may come true.

Pushed from sleep, his eyelids fluttered open. His limbs were wrapped around his wife's waist. The phone was ringing. His long arm reached out as he slid away from the security of his wife's body.

"Hello?" he mumbled not fully awake, "Councilman Tenzin speaking," his free hand rubbed the sleep from his eyes. The sun was just beginning to peak over mountain tops filling up the room with soft rays of morning light. The call was coming from one of the office workers at city hall.

The woman on the other end informed Tenzin of the news. The monk's eyes went wide and for a second; he thought his tattoos would light up like his father's because of the rage that the news had brought him, "What? No one has sent me any notification of this!" the airbender shouted emphatically waking up his wife, "You think a call hours later would be sufficient? I should have been notified the moment this was decided!"

The airbender was silent for a few seconds listening to the woman's reasons for not calling him sooner.

"Oh, you didn't want to wake me up? That is the one of the most inane things I've ever heard. This is inexcusable! Tarrlok cannot do whatever he wants! Who gave him the authority to do this? We are not a goddamn dictatorship! When the hell did this happen?"

He waited impatiently for the answer, "Last night? Why last night? Why didn't he contact me himself about this?" the operator attempted to calm him down but it was futile, "Amon hasn't made any move since the trade for his POWs, which was only two days ago. No action was taken afterward by either side. This is a drastic, irrational measure… it has only been two day! Two days! Put Tarrlok on the phone right now! I want to talk to him!"

The office worker muffled another disgraceful excuse and ended the call. "That bastard. That fucking snake," the airbender snorted, enraged. The Northern Watertribe Councilman was pulling everything apart. Did he really want to invoke war? He had control of the entire police force and the remaining members of the council. Who knows what he has already done. But why was he doing this? And why was he doing it now?

He wife rolled over, "What happened, Tenzin?"

He felt her warm hand on his back. His eyes briefly lost focus his was so angry.

"What happened, Tenzin?" her gentle voice repeated.

"It's awful," he shook his head incredulously, "Tarrlok put martial law into effect last night, but instead of the highest ranking military officer coming into power Tarrlok has placed himself as the head of state since he was the 'supervisor' of chief Saikhan. If only the United Forces were here then General Iroh or my brother could stop Tarrlok from taking control."

"What does mean?"

"It means that he has total control of city via the power of the police department. He has imposed this for undisclosed emergency reasons to ensure the protection of the public against Amon and his forces. I don't know how he had convinced the other councilmembers to agree with him but I highly doubt it was legal or fair. By placing himself as the military head it temporarily revokes the legislative and executive powers of myself and the rest of the councilmembers until the state of emergency is called off."

Anxiety soon outlined Pema's face, "What? Can't you stop him?"

"I don't know. If I bring in the military maybe he'll surrender his power but that's unlikely. I think he's trying to flush Amon out into the open almost daring him to take action of some sort, but this is only adding more tension to conflict between the two groups. The stability that we have now, which I have fought so hard to maintain, is bound to break at any moment now. This is what Amon wants. It's only adding to his power and support. I need to get Korra and we have to put an end to this insanity right now!"

He lowered his head and kissed the crest of his wife's head, "I love you, Pema. I will fix this, I promise. Please don't worry about me, you have enough to worry about," he placed a hand on her swollen abdomen.

She nodded and held his cheek with her hand for moment then withdrew it, "Please be careful."

"I will." Quickly, the airbender jumped up to retrieve the Avatar without stopping either to dress himself appropriately or to shave. Urgency was laced in every fiber of his body. There was no time to waste. He walked briskly through the dining hall in order to reach Korra's room. A white lotus sentry was standing by the front door on watch.

"You," Tenzin addressed the man pointing to him but unable to remember his name, "Call all the sentries together in the center courtyard as quickly as you can."

"Yes, sir," the guard proceeded outside without asking any questions at all. The monk's demeanor and appearance must have been a strong enough indication that something bad had happened because the airbending master had never started a day without changing out of his nightclothes.

The monk finally made it to Korra's door opening it without knocking, "Korra, wake up! We are going to City Hall," he felt his fingertips go numb. His eyes searched the room again to reconfirm that he was actually awake and not caught in a dream. She wasn't there. Her bed was empty and the sheets were eerily untouched. He paced back to the kitchen then to the main chamber and back again looking for any sign of her. The airbender was clinging onto the hope that since her polar-bear dog was still asleep in her room that she had to be somewhere on the Island, but she was nowhere to be found. Left with nowhere else to search he returned to her room. His light-blue eyes darted around the space once more until a breeze of cool air made contact with his skin. His head turned up toward the window. He walked slowly to the opposite side of the room stepping around the sleeping polar-bear dog to investigate the window. His pale, tattooed hands rested on the pane examining the wooden shutter. It was slightly agape. He opened it looking out onto the roof. There the newly fallen snow greeted him along with another icy gust, but the snow wasn't perfectly flat if it had been left undisturbed. It was uneven with gradual, rutted dips in it. The imperfections could be marks left by a person walking on the roof but it was difficult to tell because they weren't definite footsteps. There is also the possibility that he was looking too deeply into the scene. For all he knew the snow could've been moved by the wind, which he hoped it was so that he could forget this madness and just turn to find Korra standing in safely in the doorway, but deep down he knew it wasn't the wind. Where could she possibly have gone off to? The answer to that question left an unsettling feeling in the pit of the airbender's stomach as he suddenly remembered the man that had visited her last night. "Korra, why couldn't you have let this wait?" It was a quarter to six in the morning and she was nowhere to be found.

-0-

She awoke to the sight of him sleeping. The crown of his head was nuzzled gently into hers, lost in the river of her dark, loose hair. She inched closer to him and pressed her ear against his chest. His breathing was soft and even with his heart. Her temple rested on his right pectoral following the slow rise and fall as if she was floating in the current of the bay. He looked so at peace. She brushed his untidy hair back from his face and smiled. His warmth was draped all around her as if it were a winter coat she never wanted to take off. Briefly, she took her eyes off of him to glance out the window. The storm had passed and a foot and a half of snow now stacked against the surface of the smooth window pane. The Avatar stifled a laugh at the small amount of white powder that was dropped from the storm. City dwellers certainly made a big fuss about snow. A foot and a half was nothing compared to the average six feet back at the South Pole. Past the pile of snow, a long stretch of light spilled out onto the floor boards. The sun had risen over the Eastern Sea. She should've gone to go see what time it was but she just didn't care at the moment.

This was the first time he had ever stayed a full night with her, which meant he was serious about his feelings. He never knew how much it hurt her to wake up and not find him by her side the morning after he had first made love to her. That night she had lost her virginity to him, and it was an awful feeling when she awoke to find herself alone in an empty jail cell. She was by herself with only her contemplations for company, and the nagging thought that she had given herself up. That she had succumbed to her body's urges and had failed by not refraining from the temptation of the masked man, but she was conflicted. She knew she should've felt totally ashamed of herself and of her actions but the night was a dreamlike moment to say the least because he had chosen her over his anonymity, which risked the success of his revolution and advanced the possible undoing of his future. But that night, in the darkness of his office, she saw a glimmer of hope. Everything about the interaction was sincere and heartfelt. He meant every single touch and word. Before, all anything ever was between them was pain and tension because they knew the dangers and that's what kept them separate. They knew they had to be circumspect and tiptoe around the edges, but that could only keep them apart for so long. The heart wants what it wants, and now he was by her side and nothing ever felt so right in her life before. The pain in the beginning was worth it because was it was something worth fighting for, and maybe it was wrong, and maybe it was selfish, but she couldn't deny how alive she felt with him, or how deeply she loved him.

He had told her everything last night. It was sickening how much he had endured. It was maddening that he had never told anyone any of those things he told her last night. The waterbender supposed that it was a common male trait to keep emotions and the truth bottled inside if it prevented people who cared about him from worrying, but no one was there to worry for him. It was partly due to his occupation because when Amon breathed Noatak did not exist. Maybe, he had no reason for telling before he met her. Was he afraid that no one would accept ever him, the no one was capable of forgiving him? Was he ashamed of what he has done? He had told her out right that he had killed gang members and mobsters, tortured persons, and embezzled money. She didn't know how to feel about all this information. He wouldn't disclose to her how many he had killed or the specifics of his wrongdoings, but at least he told her.

They returned to his bedroom when the sun started to come up deciding that a few hours of sleep was better than none. They laid side by side and just when her eyes were about to close she heard his voice, "You're the only person I've ever talked to about this before. It's easier to stay quiet. I know what I am. I know what I've done and I don't deny it. To some point I even agree with the people that oppose me. I am a lair, I am a fraud, a criminal even. I'm a bad person but yet I've have helped so many people. And I thought that that still made what I was doing good. I see now that using evil to cast out evil is not the right way. I wanted to burn this city to the ground and start over, but I was wrong. I was too focused on the new utopia that I neglected to see the one that sat right in front of my eyes. My sins will have to be paid for and I know someday that will come and I am okay with that. I pay will whatever price I have to pay. You have given me this strength that I've never known I had. I don't know how you can sit here and listen to the wrongs I've done and still hold my hand. I tell you these horrible things of my past that have weighed me down and you still smile at me and kiss my cheek. I would never have thought in a million years that the Avatar would save me. You have given me a gift that I can never possibly repay, Korra. You have given me hope again."

His sweet breath rolled over her skin in tiny little wafts escaping through his nostrils and parted lips. She had no idea what they were going to do now, but, at the moment, Korra didn't want to worry about how things would work out. She wanted to remain in this secret little world of theirs for as long as she could. She knew it wouldn't last. The weight of the world couldn't be left unattended to for that long, for if it fell it would crush anyone who tried to stand below and stop it. There were a few people who were strong enough to bare the weight, people like her and Noatak.

She had enough of him sleeping. Ever so slowly, the Avatar arched her face towards his and pressed her lips against his. He had a noticeable whiskers on his chin. She could feel the tiny stubble protruding from his jawline as she cupped his cheek. A groggy grin stretched across his lips. She drew away but he quickly pulled her back, and found her lips again. She moved one of her legs over his waist and straddled him. After a couple of minutes, she withdrew for air and he opened his eyes, "Good morning."

"Good morning."

He smiled, "How'd you sleep?" He rubbed her shoulders tenderly and tilted his head back. She watched his adam's apple bob up in down as he swallowed lazily.

"Good. How about you?"

"Best sleep I had in years," his hands continued their relaxing ministrations. Her hair ties were undone and her messy locks ran down the length of her back and neck framing her face beautifully. Korra noted how low and gravelly his voice was in the morning. She liked it.

Her eyes sparked mischievously and she quirked an eyebrow.

"What?" he chuckled.

"You just look so damn happy."

"You have a problem with it?"

She leaned down touching her nose to his, "No, not at all," his hands fetched under her shirt and up the bare muscles of her back. His strong fingers pressed against her taut muscles gaining a sigh from the girl on top of him.

"You do make me pretty damn happy," he murmured softly. She rested her forehead against his and kissed him once more. It started out slowly at first as they welcomed each other into their bodies. He continued kneading her back as she cupped the sides of his face. She pulled back and kissed his cheeks, nose, eyes, chin, and forehead. Spirts he loved her. She was so beautiful.

Soon his roaming hands freed her body from the baggy t-shirt. He pulled up while she lifted her arms into the sky shaking off the offending fabric. Noatak drew her back down kissed her more insistently this time, and as the embrace lengthened she grew wilder. He grouped her breasts, and she leaned back as he sat up to take one of her chocolate nipples into his mouth. She grinded against his thighs each time he flicked his tongue over one of her sensitive areolas. He could feel the pressure mounting inside him. They were so close. After giving both breasts ample attention, he moved to embrace her neck and collarbone with a flourish of wet, open mouthed kisses while he handled her entire body more and more tantalizingly. He could feel she was becoming restless from the friction. Suddenly she wrestled away the sheet that separated their nether regions and slipped her boxers down enough to expose her womanhood. Without any words, he picked his legs up enough to slid boxers down revealing his sizable erection.

The Avatar placed her hands firmly on his shoulders while she lifted her hips over his member. She lowered herself slowly on top of him. Muscle rippled and gasps escaped their lips as the pair became one once more. He never took his eyes off of her. His grip around her hips tightened as she began rolling her hips against his in a pulsing, hypnotic rhythm. He shamelessly looked at her breasts as they bounced with every movement she made. Korra watched his face from below, happy to find him mesmerized his firm grip never loosened. She shoved her hips forward harder, faster. The pressure inside still mounting higher. Sweat began dripped down their bodies and she began to pant and shout.

At the threshold of their limits, he sat up and kissed her lips again. His fingers moved from her hops to tingle in her hair. She shouted as the coil of incredible pleasure gave way in her body. Her muscles pulsated and slacked against his still rigid body. He was soon to follow. Noatak grunted against her neck as his pressure was released and his body shuttered in a wave of trembling pleasure. Their bodies pressed closely together. They both were shaking. Sweat rolled down her temple. He wiped it away and she beamed at him.

He wished that moment could have lasted for an entirety that he could just get lost in the bright blue of her eyes, but nothing prefect could ever last. The world could not be ignored any longer. There was a knock on the door followed by a single word, "Police."
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A police blimp touched down on Air Temple Island. The blimp's ramp extended outward from the passenger's carriage and onto the ground in a loud groan of mechanical parts. The doors opened quickly liberating its contents. The Northern Watertribe Councilman strolled down the incline onto the frozen ground. A squad of six to eight metalbenders followed him. All of them wore their state-issued, long, black coats. The group consolidated around the councilman. A cloud of steam formed form their escaped lips, looking like a pack of wild dogs searching for something to kill. He gave them their orders and they wasted no time in making their way to the main temple.

The whole antagonistic display was simply a show of the councilman's hubris, which had grown remarkably over the past couple of days. The airbender could feel his conceit as he made his way up the path. Arrogance dripped off of him with every swaggered step he took, even his smirk looked cocksure. The monk heard the snow cracking underneath the group's weight. The sound stopped when they reached the first step of the front veranda where the airbending master stood to greet is unexpected visitors. He channeled his anger quietly.

The bald man crossed his arms. The heavy, red cloak he wore folded and crinkled over his entangled forearms, "What are you doing here, Tarrlok. Trying to flaunt your power?" He eyed the officers and his scowl deepened. He was absolutely powerless in this situation, but that didn't mean he would not defend himself or his home if his colleague crossed the line, "I will remind you that you once swore an oath to serve and protect the people of this Nation. You probably don't remember since it was so long ago, but I was the one that swore you into office that day when Northern Watertribe appointed you to be their representative. That was nearly ten years ago. You were the youngest, and most definitely one of the brightest, but now you nothing more than a filthy autocrat," vapor radiated from his mouth and flared nostrils.

The watertribe councilmen remained unaffected by the airbender's remarks, "You don't understand, Tenzin, and I think that you never will. You see, I'm doing what you could never do," he enunciated his spiked words carefully, "I'm taking a stand against Amon."

"You say that you are but all I can see is you taking power for yourself."

"Believe what you want, Tenzin, we never saw eye to eye anyway."

"Why are you doing this? For Northern Watertribe? Is chief Unalaq paying you off or you just simply doing this for yourself?"

"I had enough of your questions. People who take oaths but do nothing but sit at home and on fence don't deserve to ask questions."

"Maintaining peace is better than bloodshed. This continent has seen too much war already. It doesn't need another one."

"So you'll just surrender and let Amon take over then?"

"That's not what I'm saying at all, Tarrlok. Don't twist my words."

The waterbender ignored him, "You'll let him take away airbending for good? Is that what you want for your children? How would your father feel about that?"

A vein bulged from the monk's forehead and the councilman's smirk fortified. The airbender shut his eyes in frustration controlling his rage, "Don't you dare bring my family into this, Tarrlok. A bachelor like you has no right to slander me. I've done everything in my power to maintain peace, but now you have acted too rashly and too soon. I don't know what will happen now, I cannot predict the future. Hopefully, you have not started something that you cannot undue. I am not with you, but know that I would never let the situation with Amon escalate to those extremes. I would defend this city until my last breath if I had too, but it's too soon, Tarrlok, you've have played you're cards too soon and you're playing right into his hands," he paused thinking on his next words, "Don't come here pointing fingers saying I have done nothing for this city. Yes, I have a family, Tarrlok, and I cannot take the right of my children to have a father away from them and sleep at night. It's something you'll never understand until you have one of your own. I was the one that cleaned up after you. I was the one that stabilized the two groups while you ran amuck with your nonbender curfews and taskforces, and now you show up on my island, my father's house, like you own it. You think you can just take what you please, but I've met men like you before and they've failed every time. This city will never submit to a tyrant like you." His eyes were intense and clear as the morning sky. The white lotus guards and metalbenders had observed the entirety of the interaction between the two former coworkers. He had hoped to sway some officers to his side, but of none of the councilman's man budged. When had officer grown so mindless? Money and status was the only thing anyone ever cared about anymore.

"Shut up, Tenzin, and listen," Tarrlok spat indigently sick of listening to what he had to say as if he were a child, "You're outdated in a world that has changed. Your father was stuck a hundred years in the past and so are you." He motioned to the metalbenders behind him, "Now, where is the Avatar?"

"What do you want Korra for? For another one of your schemes?"

"I don't have time for this, Tenzin, you've already wasted enough of it with your babbling. Hand her over or I will arrest every single person on this island and have them sentenced to death for treason."

He crossed the line, "Get off my island before I make you leave," the airbender thought of Lin, who was still recovering in the hospital. If she were here the officers sure would have mixed feelings from attacking. He didn't know what kind of lies and promises Tarrlok has been spoon-feeding them.

"Tsk, Tsk, Tenzin," the waterbender tapped the center of his forehead with his index finger, a disquieting grin lined his face, "I always thought you to be a rational man, but here you are defying your own logic. Why don't you wake up the Avatar and see what she has to say, hmm?"

Korra was still missing. He didn't know what to do, "Don't make me ask again. Get off my island."

Tarrlok paced once more, "Hmmm, so hostile today, so unlike an airbender," he laughed with feigned amusement, "I'm not going anywhere."

"If you won't leave then tell me why you want Korra."

Now the waterbender squared his shoulders and looked him in the eyes, "If you really want the truth, Tenzin, Korra's working with Amon. I'm here to arrest her."

The airbender started chuckling from the absurdity of his claim, "Are you serious? You expect me to believe this? You've been playing everyone this whole time just so you could seize power for yourself. You're worse than Amon."

"I don't expect you to believe anything. Your bias towards her keeps you from realizing the truth. She has been turned whether you like it or not. Just think about it: where is she now? Obviously, not here," he shook his head slightly, "She would've been out here by now to preform her duties as the Avatar," he pouted his lips and tilted his head to the side, "She didn't tell you, didn't she?"

What didn't she tell him? The monk's eyes dropped to the ground searching for an answer. Only the image of Korra's mysterious visitor came to his attention. That man… who was that man? "Get off my island." Whatever Korra did was in the best interest of the world. She would never do that. He justified.

"I'm sorry, but I can't leave without answers."

Korra, where are you?

-0-

Their bodies froze.

"Why are the police here?" Korra whispered making an effort to hide the apparent panic in her voice. She pushed herself off of him while he secured his boxers back into place. He shot up from the mattress and crouched beside the door frame listening. She cleaned herself from his liquids by waterbending them away and dressed herself. She was worried about his safety; she didn't care what would happen to her, which was something she knew Noatak won't agree with. She found her own clothing where she had left it to dry on the chair next to the radiator. She dragged her light blue tank top over her head and drew her navy pants up. She could feel something bad was going to happen.

"I don't know," his focus was absorbed on what was occurring outside in the hallway. His eyes grew cold and serious, "There's two officers outside." With his refined sensibilities, he could detect their heartbeats and separate them. He searched further into the hallway for more signs of life, "There's a lot of movement going on in the building."

Suddenly he stood up and grabbed her wrist, "Did anyone follow you, here?"

"No, I made sure of it." The officers knocked on the door again.

His expression was that of a fine-tuned machine. He was processing every possible outcome. His eyes sparked for the briefest moment when he came to a conclusion. Moved to the window and opened it. The icy breeze was unwelcomed on her unprotected skin.

"Listen to me." She could still see his mind working to find a solution to the problem. His knuckles turned white from his grip. The subzero wind barely affected him, "Just get out of here. I don't know what they want, and you sticking around is a danger. You can't be seen with me. People will draw connections and ask questions."

"No, I won't go. What if they came here to get you?"

"That would never happen," he shook his head. He shut the window recognizing that convincing her to leave was futile.

"And how can you say that so confidently?"

"Because it just couldn't," everything was happening so fast. They had stayed too long. They should've moved sooner, but none of it made sense. How did they find his apartment?

The police banged loudly on the door again, "Open up or we will knock the door down!"

"They don't sound like they're friendly," she inched toward the front room, "let me talk to them."

He thwarted her, "No. If you won't leave then you're going to sit right here while I handle it."

She made a gesture to rebuttal be he pushed her shoulder, "Korra, please. You're more at risk than I am. If anyone sees you here it will not be good for you."

"Let me answer the door, Noa," she shoved him aside angrily.

"You can't take this risk, Korra, I won't let you," he hauled her back into the bedroom and blocked her entry by placing his hands on both sides of the doorway.

"What are you so afraid of? The police are on my side not yours."

"Trust me, it's better for you to stay put," he shut the door behind him leaving her alone.

Walking out into his living room he discovered he had left his mask out laying on the coffee table, "Spirits…" he murmured under his breathe. He was getting careless. He grabbed the mask and threw it in the cabinet under the sink in the kitchen. Now he sensed three more bodies outside. His eyes went wide in shock as a familiar tick reached his senses: it was his brother's. "Impossible," he exhaled. His logical mind pleaded for him to retreat but how he desired to open up the door and look him in the eyes. How his stare would stop him cold. He was being bigheaded, he glanced back toward his bedroom where he had instructed Korra to stay and then paced over to the door. Again, his mind started to run through every viable situation.

The only choice that made sense was to collect Korra and flee to his compound but a final knock resonated against the wood of the door. What followed was his brother's emotionless and detached voice, "Open up." He was baiting him through terms of a challenge and he couldn't turn away.

He opened the door. "Good morning," he spoke gruffly and leaned against the frame only dressed in his dark slacks, "It's seven in the morning. What are you bothering me about?" He folded his arms over his bare chest displaying his athletic build. A five-o'clock shadow lined his face along with an unamused look, but he was anything but uninterested. His brother was staring right at him. His face was unreadable.

"Are you the owner of this building?" Tarrlok questioned. He was wearing a state-issued winter coat, which matched the surrounding officers.

"Yes, I am," he rubbed his cheeks with his hand feeling the rough sensation of his stubble against his skin. Behind them, he noticed masses of people evacuating the building. What was going on? His eyes narrowed in on the councilman.

"What are you doing with these tenants? Why are you forcing them to leave?" There were children and mothers without coats on and it was below zero outside. Ire stirred in his gut. He didn't know what his brother was trying achieve, but how he wanted to wipe the smirk off his face, but he didn't have his mask on; he couldn't blow his cover. Tarrlok wasn't his brother anymore. He had to remind himself.

Even though nobody else could see it, the councilman knew he had affected him, "We got a tip that this building was infested with equalists and equalist sympathizers. We're clearing house and searching the entire building bottom up, and I've decided to start with you," the last word held a poisonous bite to it.

"You can't do that. It's against the fundamental rights of the constitution of the UR. You have no warrant to search this building or right to move these people from their homes."

The councilman started chuckling, "I take you to be a very bright, informed man from that statement. How very much in tuned you are with the laws, but haven't you been paying any attention to the newscasts? Where were you last night? Marshall Law has been declared on this city and absolute authority has been handed over to the police force until the terrorist situation with the equalists has been neutralized. So now that you have been informed of the position you're in, I ask you to move aside because the next time I ask I wouldn't be so polite."

He sighed and released a breath through his nostrils, "Fine. Come in if you have a burning desire to," he turned to the side allowing the four police officers and the watertribe councilor in. He shut the door behind him. They never got that far. Within seconds the four officers dropped like flies; their heavy, metallic armor hit the floor like dropped pots in a restaurant kitchen. His brother had his back to him. Anyone would have been petrified by the bizarre spectacle but his brother remained unfazed by demonstration. He was examining the basket that rested on the coffee table in front of him. It was a tradition Watertribe basket used to store dried meats for the winter. The woven basket was light in his hands, and the faint smell of the jerky that used to fill it could be distinguished within the tiny fibers.

"What a beautiful basket. I wonder who gave it to you," he stated casually.

"What do you want?"

He returned the ornament to its original position on the table, "Nothing, brother, nothing at all," he spoke wistfully, "I just came by to see how you were doing. I didn't even know that you were living in the city. You never told me."

He didn't respond and just stared at his back, which was outlined by his all so familiar ponytails. He hair was longer now, like their father's had been. The snow that was perched on his heavy coat had melted. Noatak swallowed uneasily, not because of his discovery but because of the fatal direction the councilman's comments were taking him.

"You know, now that I think about it, I've seen a basket like this before. Our mother had one exactly like it." Noatak had bought that basket twenty years ago from a Northern Watertribe Merchant; it was the only thing he owned that was of his heritage, "She would put dried meats in it for our long hunting trips, wouldn't she? She'd would always pick that thing to the brim and tell us that there was no way we'd finish it, but we'd did. We always ate the whole damned thing, and we'd come home with it filled with crumbs, and she'd laugh at us and our enormous appetites," he brushed his fingers against the rough, cracking fibers, "She'd say with a smile, 'Those are my boys! The two with the bottomless pits for stomachs!'" The councilman's eyes crinkled from the memory, but he couldn't discern if it was from happiness or sadness.

He was speechless. He wanted to say that he was sorry, but it never sounded right. He swallowed again and looked out the window, the sun had gone away and the clouds were rolling in.

The councilman faced him now. His thoughtful tone was traded for a cool and pointed one, "What shame it is that you can't hide behind your mask this time. How effortless this conversation would be. You'd just bloodbend me into submission and move onto your next victim."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Really? You're going down that route?" he looked down laughing, "Don't hide the fact that we both know who you are. I'm not the innocent boy I used to be when we were growing up, Noatak, and you're not the same person either," his hand slid into his pocket and he pulled out a piece of paper handing it to him, "I'd thought I should return this to you, out of courtesy."

Noatak retrieved the note as the councilman walked across the room to the door. It was the photo he had given to Korra; she must've left it in plain sight, but he wasn't mad. It was funny, he relieved.

"Answer me one question: do actually care for her?" his hand rested on the doorknob, "because to me it looks like your fucking a child."

"It's not like you'd haven't tried to pursue her, Tarrlok," he replied bitterly.

"Now I get some fight from you? I apologize if my question was too close to home. Have I struck something in you? Surprising, really, I didn't think you had heart."

"Believe what you want to believe, Tarrlok, I am not your keeper."

"You never were," he stepped back into the room from the door. A memory of a new born resting in tiny arms flashed to his attention. He was his keeper once, but he had given that duty up a long time ago. Tarrlok continued on antagonizing him, "This isn't like you. Always two steps ahead of everyone else but now you're falling back. Is the Avatar really too much for you? You can't seem to handle everything at the fast speed you're used to; you didn't even know I was coming for visit or cleaning out these apartment buildings. What's a matter? It's like you've lost your way, lost your magic touch. Don't tell me you've fallen for her."

He couldn't listen to him anymore. In one swift motion, he grabbed his brother's throat and tossed him powerfully against the wall. His fingernails dug into the councilor's flesh. He couldn't think anymore he was so furious.

"Yes, get angry! Throw me against the wall! It makes everything better, doesn't it?" he coughed through his brother's tight grip, "better yet, why don't you just bloodbend me? Get over with. I can feel your tick inside my blood, your hold over my heart, just do it. It'd be so easy."

He let go of his brother's throat, and Tarrlok stumbled back. Even gasping for air, he could still produce a derisive laugh. It was one of his younger brother many new found talents. The councilor wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, "What a shame, that's not the way our father taught us."
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He marched toward the connecting kitchen. His footfalls remained slow and methodical despite the immense potency of his anger. Their tea cups from last night were still on the table, how long ago that felt. He only came into the room to calm his nerves and find something that would momentarily take the edge off. He knew it was too early to start drinking, but this was a special occasion. He opened the cabinet nearest the stove top. There was barely anything in it. He couldn't remember that last time he went to the market. Then again, he really only used this apartment to sleep and drink. Dust lay across the half empty bag of rice and a lone can of chicken stock. He searched the adjacent cupboard and found what he was searching for. He dusted off the bottle of the whiskey, opened it and took a generous swig. After the numbing burn subsided in his gut, he felt instantly better. He fetched two glasses. They were both cracked and unbefitting of a family reunion, but they weren't family anymore. He poured a generous helping of whiskey into both cups and returned to the living room.

Without a sound, Noatak extended his arm offering his brother the glass, who willingly accepted it. The orbital of the councilor's eye showed signs of bruising and a part of his cheek had split open from his blows. He hadn't left he didn't think he could've restrained himself. Even when he was little, his younger brother always had a way with words. He was quiet when he was younger, and his skill words didn't come as naturally. Tarrlok was always the talker and he had certainly perfected his talent. He could persuade anyone, he could provoke any reaction he wanted to and still have them clueless to his manipulation. Usually he was impervious to these types of verbal attacks, but Tarrlok would always remain a thorn in his side. The brothers lingered in silence for time bathing in the chill of alcohol. Tarrlok had taken off his heavy coat and was staring out the window, while Noatak watched him from the sofa. The only noise in the room was his brother's index finger tapping the top his glass.

It was strange to think that he was close to him once, that they once freely called either brother. For years he felt nothing when Tarrlok came to mind, when the idea of the revolution was only thing to elicit a reaction from him. Then he met Korra, and things changed. Suddenly he became aware of his lungs respiring and his heart beating, how renewed he felt, and how he had been fighting for all the wrong things. But his awakening couldn't change things: what has happened, happened. His eyes stopped their wandering and settled back onto the shoulders of his brother's infamous blue blazer; even after all that has happened, there was a part of him that still loved him, but he couldn't seem to grab hold of it. All he felt was anger. The alcohol did help some, but he could still feel the tension in body. All the muscles pressed rigidly again one another as if they were sparring.

He exhaled and tipped another mouthful of brown liquid down his throat. He recalled the day when Tarrlok first came to the city ten years ago. Out of twenty candidates, he was appointed by Chief Unalaq to serve as the Northern Watertribe representative on the United Republic of Nations Council becoming the youngest ever allotted. He never understood why Unalaq had chosen him. Despite him being a non-native of the city, he was well liked and popular with the city's Northern Watertribe faction. He was known for his many successes back at the homeland and was well liked due to his somewhat liberal stance, which was refreshing coming from the north where strictness and austerity were the norms. He remembered listening to his speeches on the radio in his office. He promised prosperity and peace for all types of people, bender or nonbender, regardless if you were of the watertribe heritage, that he would represent and fight for everyone, but it all was just a lie. It all was just rhetoric dressed up in hope and change to cover up his true objective: to gain power. Maybe there was light inside of them but he couldn't see it. They were fashioned from the same cloth. The flesh and human qualities of their exterior simply just hid the wicked, nefarious matter that lived beneath. They were bloodbenders. How could they change?

Through the window, just above his brother's shoulder, Noatak could make out another reinforcement of police cars parking outside on the frozen sidewalk. There had to be at least a team of forty individuals outside. He had no idea how many officers there were in the building, or even how long they had to talk before they were discovered; despite this lack of knowledge he stayed calmed, he was determined to uncover his brother's motives. If the councilman wanted to apprehend him he would have done it by now, and if he was, by chance, captured, the uncovering of their relationship would ruin everything his brother had built and worked for.

"How long are you going to keep this damn charade up?" his brother suddenly spoke. The councilman would not let his attention slip from what was occurring outside. The police had driven all the residents of the building into gated pens and separated them by floor and apartment number as if they were animals off to the slaughter house. In the numbered pens, the officers, strip searched suspicious individuals and checked for immigrant papers, while the ones in the building ripped apart every room in search for evidence. If one was found with faulty or expired papers they would shipped off immediately to be deported out of the country. If one was suspected of being involved with the equalists they would be arrested on site and detained indefinitely until proved not guilty. It was a gross display of power. The innocent people of his apartment building were woken from their sleep to stand in below zero temperatures without coats as their natural rights were being violated. It made him want to spit, and at that moment he didn't want to see any more of his 'brother'.

"Because I don't see how you can be the father of your 'glorious' revolution if you can't even manage to keep your cock in your pants."

To his brother's astonishment, Noatak chuckled lowly and angled his glass back finishing the last of his whiskey.

"Why are you laughing?"

"Now that's good question isn't it," he half-smiled, but his body remained angular and tense with well-hidden ire, "Perhaps, I find some truth in your statement, but really I just find this whole damn situation inane. Why would you come here if you knew it was me? You how this would go."

"You were the one who opened the door, brother."

He scoffed, "Like I had a choice. You were going to knock down anyway."

"Don't play fool with me. We both know what you're capable of. If you truly wanted to avoid the situation you could have just knocked us out through the wall and left without being undetected, but you choose to expose yourself."

His brother had a point. He could've escaped easily but choose not to, "Maybe I'm just tired of hiding."

Tarrlok turned away from the window, "That doesn't sound like you, you know the one that preaches the destruction of benders and all of the old world."

"Maybe you're thinking about it the wrong way," he retorted lowly. It was a threat, and Tarrlok by now knew what he meant.

Silence once again took up the conversation. Their eyes were locked in a icy standoff. Noatak stood up and placing his empty cup on the table in front of him, "Why did you come here? There's nothing to gain from this."

"Did you ever think that I came here for other than political reasons?" the councilman answered bitterly.

"You are not the kind person to let personal feelings come in the way of your work," Noatak stated.

"Neither are you," he paused, "None of that accounts for this. I came here is because I wanted to know if it was you. I wanted to know if you were alive."

He waited to hear what he had to say.

"Because you were dead. For the past 26 years, I thought you were dead," he repeated again to make sure he heard it, to make sure it stung, "All this time I have lived with the weight of your death on my shoulders. I've tried to move on but it's always been there," Noatak hadn't anticipated this kind of emotion to come from his brother, "The day we returned without you was the day Mom's spirit died. You tore her heart out, you know; she was never the same after that. You promised me that you'd always be there but you abandoned me. All a long I thought it was my fault that you were dead, that it was because of me that I couldn't make her happy anymore," he hesitated as he battled his emotion to keep his composure, "After father died, I went off to study in the capital. Mom give me the money to study. It was all that was left from the small amount of savings we had. When I off for school at eighteen, which was the first time I had ever left the village, I remember hugging her tiny, frail frame. She told me that she loved me and to learn as much as I possibly could. Her voice was happy but all I could hear was her grief because she was losing her only remaining child."

"Why are you telling me this?" Noatak shouted wrathfully, "To make me feel guilty?" he paused closing his eyes to steady himself from his mounting rage, "I can't believe you, Tarrlok. You're telling me this bullshit while you exploit innocent people outside. Don't try to wretch at my humanity when it you don't have any."

"And you think you're any better?" Tarrlok laughed, "You don't think what you say is heartless?" His brother was a monster.

"I can't fix things for you, brother. What is done is done. I can't change what has happened and neither can you."

"I know," he concurred quietly. His light blue eyes fell to the floor as placed his empty glass down in front of his brother, "I always thought you'd come back someday but you never did."

Again, Noatak remained quiet, eyes intense and dark with a stoic gleam waiting again for what he had to say.

"I came to arrest Korra under the charges of treason, which is punishable by death. I will drop these charges if you surrender yourself to me now. You will dispose of any information about the equalist plot to us and I will see to it that your trial and execution be quick and painless. I'll even be generous and let your residents go free."

The bedroom door swung violently open, "You can't be serious, Tarrlok!" Both men looked up from the intense exchange. There she was, the Avatar, standing with arms crossed in the doorway of his bedroom. He didn't want to be alone with his brother anymore for fear of doing something he would regret and because of this he wasn't at all infuriated by her appearance. Despite the heaviness of the situation, he was having trouble containing his apparent amusement at the sight of his lover. She couldn't help but overhear their conversation and willingly sit by while Tarrlok used her as leverage, "You're going appended me? For what?! Treason? How do you think the public going to react to his?" she huffed in annoyance, "It's not going to look good on your spotless record, Tarrlok."

"Not when I reveal the truth," he eyed both of them, "Once I uncover your affair all your credibility will be shot out the window," he shook his head, "Who do you think you are? The mighty Avatar? No one gives shit about you. Take it from the words of the man standing next you: the world doesn't need you anymore."

"Go to hell, you prick!" the female roared.

Her slight bounced off him like rain. He rolled his eyes and returned his focus on his brother, "Why don't you muzzle your bitch, Noatak? She's been doing all your talking for you, or did she suck all your virility away?"

The Avatar glanced at him. She could see that his lips were pressed in a thin line, but everything else about his expression was unclear to her. She couldn't understand why he had stopped defending himself or her honor. She huffed in annoyance, she was really starting to get pissed off. She snapped her head back towards the councilor.

Her blue eyes narrowed and she growled out, "Go fuck yourself."

She didn't receive the reaction she wanted, but it's not like her words were affecting the councilman anyway. Instead of rolling his eyes, he chuckled, which further infuriated her, "I have always admired your fight, Korra, because it truly is indomitable, but there's a point where you have to realize that you cannot win. You can't always get your way."

"And how is it that I've lost? No one will believe you with what lack of evidence you have. And what if your nasty little secret gets out?"

"I'm sorry to say but my word trumps yours," he stepped closer towards her, "I am taking a risk with this assumption because how can anyone's word surpass the Avatar's? I'll tell you how: you decided to go wonder into this pig's apartment and let him fuck you instead of showing up at my office like you promised. Once I unmask him as Amon you will be finished."

"And what keeps me quiet about your relation to him? No one will believe your estranged brother story. People will believe you've been in cahoots with him since the beginning."

"I am aware of this, but all your credibility will be lost. People won't care either way because I was the one who put Amon behind bars, not you. Every person in the United Republic will know that you betrayed the country…" the man continued explaining his checkmate, who was made blind to the holes in it through his gain in power. Noatak had stopped speaking because there was no use to. The feelings Tarrlok had shown to him during his confession in the beginning of the exchange were all but gone. He was ashamed, not of his brother but of himself. It was his job to protect his little brother, but he couldn't recognize the man that stood in front of him as once being his own. Was this the real person Tarrlok had become? Was he totally lost to him? It scared him to think about this. They both had given so much up, even their humanity.

"Fine, Tarrlok. Do it, my word over yours!" Korra's words briefly muffled his train of thought.

The councilman glowered in dissatisfaction, "You leave me no choice then," Tarrlok's tone had changed from a smug mantra into a bitter declaration, which shook him fully from his thoughts. They indicated something of notice, "It has come to my attention that you have a sister, Avatar," he strolled back to the window with his back turned away from the couple, "It would be an awful shame if anything were to happen to her."

"No you wouldn't... You son of a bitch!" Korra spat through clutched teeth as she advanced toward the councilman but was stopped by Noatak's sudden hold on her wrist, "Let go of me!" she lashed back trying to rip away from his grip.

"Korra, relax. He's just baiting you," he attempted to console, but he knew that his brother wasn't lying. He could tell that he was telling the truth because his heart rate didn't accelerate and his breathing remained normal. He didn't want Korra to let her emotions get the better of her.

"How do you know? All you've been doing is standing around doing nothing."

"Patience, Korra," he whispered.

Tarrlork had't heard to their conversation too wrapped out with the scene unfolding outside to pay notice. It was imperative Tarrlok not know what he was planning, "Poor girl, really, she has to suffer over someone that she never even meet," now the Avatar was livid. She ripped her wrist from his grasp and closed the distance between the councilmen in two steps hoping over the passed-out officers on the floor as if it were a game of hopscotch. Her fist lit up in flames aimed towards his head, but as her arm began to swing forward toward the back of his skull it froze unnaturally, "What?!" she shouted in panic as a wave of unfathomable pain washed over her body, "AHhhhh," her arm twisted backward; she could feel the tendons pull inside her skin against her volition.

Tarrlok turned around with a single fist clutched. He was bloodbending her. Korra began to jolt backward against her own will, but as fast as the foreign control washed over her body it was gone.

"Don't make me kill you, Tarrlok," Noatak hadn't moved. His hands were in his pockets, his face dark. His brother had stepped over the line. The Avatar coughed for air from below looking on at the spectacle from the position on her knees. She was frightened at what she saw. Tarrlok looked dazed, eyes budging out of his skull. She could see his veins pulse naturally in the whites of his eyes. Every single muscle was rigid and shaking as if was holding his breath.

The councilman teeth gritted together as he fought the invisible force strangling him, "Do it," he choked out, "Do it." Suddenly, his limbs went slack and his lungs took up air. He lurched over. Sweat dropped from the tip of his nose.

It was hard to tell if Noatak was bloodbending him at all. It looked as if he were doing nothing, "I wish it was different between us, Tarrlok, I really do, but we have made it impossible," he paused. His brother's eyes were paralyzed with uncommon fear, "I'm sorry, brother," Korra didn't know what was going on. Was he going to kill him? But as she rushed over to stop him, she was too late. The councilman's body already laid unresponsive on the ground.

The Avatar scrambled to her feet toward his fallen brother, "What why'd you do that? He didn't need to die! You didn't need to kill him!" She rolled the councilor's heavy head onto her lap. His ponytails splayed over her knees. It astonished him that she still showed him empathy, even after what had conspired and everything he had put her through since her arrival in the city.

"He was you brother, dammit, he was your goddamn brother," she yelled as she searched for his pulse. Her manic shouts subsided when steady throb was felt under her fingertips. She sighed heavily as if she were releasing the weight of the world from her shoulders. The way that her body trembled he could tell that she was crying, but she would turn and face him. She didn't want him to see her weakness. Never had she been that close to witnessing a man die before.

"I didn't kill him."

She nodded. The words didn't seem to sink in. She sniffled and wiped her nose and stood up. Everything was becoming real. This is what was going to happen if they wanted to be together. This was a part of who he was, she couldn't separate the two anymore.

"It sure looked like you were gonna kill him," she abruptly stated.

"I was," he stated honestly. He had thought about it, even flicked his heart off for a brief moment, but chose against it because he didn't know what that meant for Korra's sister, "It made me angry that he bloodbent you."

"It doesn't matter, Noatak, he's your brother… you just can't do that."

"Why is this bothering you so much?"

"Because it isn't bothering you."

"I… It-" a knock sounded at the door, "Tarrlok? Are you in there? Have you even moved from this room yet?" the voice was Chief Saikhan's, "Can we get this show on the road? I'm freezing my ass off outside and I told my wife I'd be home by two."

The pair eyed each other awareness. They needed to escape before anyone could come in to point fingers and ask questions. He ran into his closet, "We'll talk about this later," he handed her some clothes, "Put this on," he handed her a dark green, equalist uniform. While she changed, he raced back to retrieve his mask under the kitchen sink.

"Tarrlok?" the chief shouted again. The door clicked open and the chief stepped into the enclosure, "What the hell?"

Fuck. He stooped behind the small island in the kitchen. He didn't want to have to deal with this idiot. He wedged his mask in the back of his pants between the hem and his bare back. He needed to cover his tracks now because there were valuable documents located in his apartment that were now unreachable due to the dwindling amount of time. The chief was checking if the unconscious men were alive. No new officers had moved into the apartment.

He went through his options. He did not want to knock him out in front of the open door and decided it was best to delay. He prayed that the chief moved to search the kitchen first instead of the bedroom because finding the Avatar in an equalist uniform would not be good. He heard his footsteps grow louder. He had chosen the kitchen.

"Police!" he shouted, "Come out," Noatak waited in silence as he watched the chief's leading foot break the threshold of the door. The second followed and just as he was about to turn and take in the sight of the room, Noatak lunged at him. Bloodbending as throttled him the wall, the older man's head snapped back and chief's eyes drooped shut.

Noatak let go of his chest and man slumped down to the ground, "Idiot, now I have to burn everything." He spun on his heel and opened one of the cabinets adjacent to the sink. He pulled out container of gasoline. He opened it and spread its contents all over the ground. H fished out a set of matches from one of the drawers. He lit one and dropped it on the spilled liquid, which instantly combusted in to a mountain of hot, licking flames.

He hauled the chief's body into the main room and sprinted back into the bedroom. Korra had just finished dressing. The smoke started to invade the living room.

He face was maddened, "Starting digging a tunnel!"

"What?"

"Nobody can spot us," he grabbed her arm, "We don't have much time now, Korra. You need to start digging now, Korra, NOW!"

She saw the black smoke creep into the ceiling, "What the hell did you do now?" The door jolted open again. Multiple officers flooded into the tiny apartment. They must've saw the bodies or the bellowing smoke clouds.

"Fire!" one of them roared, "Put out this- Chief? Councilman Tarrlok?" The fire had spread rapidly across the front room, "Get Councilman Tarrlok and those officers out of here! You call the fire department! You three come with me to check if anyone is in the back room!" Making their way through the smoke and debris, they made it to the back room, but nobody was found. The policeman were clueless to what had occurred, and only as the smolder of the fire was extinguished would they be able to find any answers.

They extracted the unconscious from the building but were unable to put out the flames until the building was but a pile of ash. Its inhabitants watched to home collapse from their pens. All their possessions and keepsakes gone, nothing remained. The Fire Trucks were notified too late. Their sirens could be heard blocks away. A photo once existed of a family. It was laid out on a counter, and had stayed in the fire burning until ash was the only thing recognizable.
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The darkness under the surface was all encompassing. They had been tunneling for a few minutes now. He had directed her towards the basement of the next building over. She listened but did not speak for her thoughts were too much a mess to sort through. She tried to focus on the feeling of the sediment she was scraping away instead of her sinking mental state. Too much had happened, and it was too much to process. The empty blackness was comforting.

Suddenly her hand was pressed up against a hard plane. She inspected the obstruction by running her fingertips along its rough surface, "I think we made it," she stated. The Avatar sensed the wall's weaknesses and adjusted her kick accordingly. She could've just smashed the structure into pieces but she didn't. The Avatar was very careful with her actions because he had warned her. They didn't want to make a mess or attract unwanted attention. Who knew what was waiting on the other side. They would be public enemy number one once Tarrlok woke up, and there were swarms of cops outside on the surface looking for the culprits of the attack and fire.

In one fluid motion of her leg, the cement cracked between the targeted blocks and loosened to the ground. Placing her hands on either side she pushed the cinderblocks forward to create an opening large enough to allow passage through. She eased her body through the crack. He followed.

The room they entered was filled with dusty boxes and old furniture. A water heater was positioned in the corner along with an electrical box. Natural light cascaded down from the half-windows that lined the level of the street above. Through the ice-coated glass, she could see the panic outside. People were running every which way. While she was taking in the scene, she could hear Noatak moving the cinderblocks back into place.

He didn't pay any notice to the havoc. He moved past her and set the shirt portion on his uniform down on a dusty box. She exhaled watching him sternly. Noatak removed his mask that was wedged between his back and edge of his pants and placed it on top of his shirt. She could tell he was freezing from the goosebumps that tightened against the bare flesh of his torso, but he made no effort to dress himself. He was thinking.

"We only have a couple of minutes. They will search the surrounding area," he droned as he stated a string of givens, "We will have to walk from here to get to one of the entrances to my compou-"

"Why the hell did you have to do that?" She wasn't at all concerned with what he was saying.

"I don't want to talk about it now," he didn't know specifically what she was referring to, whether it was almost bloodbending his brother to death or setting the entire building ablaze.

"I want to talk about it now."

He turned to face her and crossed his arms, "Fine. Go ahead."

"Why'd the hell did you set the building on fire? All you had to do was knock Saikhan out."

"I have valuable documents located in the apartment. Even though they're hidden I couldn't risk them finding them."

"You didn't tell me this." She still didn't believe it was a good enough excuse to burn the building down. Korra was too mentally shaken to voice her concerns clearly. She didn't know if all that had been worth it. Would've it been better to surrender to Tarrlok? A dozen people almost lost their lives and at least a hundred people were homeless now.

"I didn't think it was important, nor did I think the police would show up at our doorstep at seven in the morning."

"You could've hurt a lot of people… who knows the extent of the damage we just caused."

He acknowledged the truth in her statement, but held no sympathy for it. She of all people should've have known the depths of the consequences. People would get hurt. People would die. What had made her so sensitive all of sudden? She choose this, they both did. However, neither of them had anticipated the encounter. He was still feeling numb from it, and did not desire at moment to sort out exactly how he felt about it. He hadn't even settled on a clear outlook about his brother or the quickly intensifying situation. All he could discern at the moment was their need to get somewhere safer than where they were standing. He could keep her safe at the compound, but nothing was for certain; they would be away from the cops, but the events of this morning would have his followers itching for orders and his second in command eager to get the ball rolling. Would they inquired where he had been? Now he regretted what he had done two days ago in his show of power against the police force. It only gave more wind to the already ignited fire. He supposed that this was a form of his punishment, and not of the effect of Tarrlok's actions to reel Korra back in. It was new to him to be concerned about these things. Never was he before. He wouldn't admit that it was terrifying; his whole world could come crushing down in a moment's notice because he hadn't made the right judgement. He couldn't live with himself if anything happened to her. He was the one that deserved to endure a million torments, not her.

His eyes were unflinching. She couldn't tell if he was more enraged than irradiated, "You have something else you want to ask." It wasn't a question. He knew what was really bothering her, but she found herself afraid to ask.

"Just say it," he whispered lowly.

She didn't speak.

"Just say it!" he snarled. He lowered his head, his fists firmly at his sides.

"Say what?"

He sighed, "That I'm a monster," he glanced to the side toward the small window. Shadows of moving forms flashed across his rugged visage, "I don't believe I'm a good person… I never believe I was a good person."

"Spirits, you're hopeless," she reached hand out to him and captured his wrist, "Just shut up," she breathed. The words were harsh but her tone was not. The hand around his wrist skated to his neck. She pulled him into her body and hugged him tightly, "I was just scared, ok? That's all." It always shocked him when Korra hugged him. He didn't know why it always did. Air escaped his lips. It ruffled her loose hairs from her ponytail as her head fit perfectly under the crook of his neck. Maybe it reminded him the first time she hugged him. She really only did when he desperately needed it. Anyone would be mistaken to pin the Avatar down as coldhearted from to her brutish and stubborn exterior because that was only one layer to her complex construction. Dig a little deeper there'd be one saturated in sarcasm, one smothered in unwavering sense of duty, another basking in the adrenaline of champion fighter, and many more, but the true essence of who Korra was is her capacity to love and to love deeply.

From her hold, she could still feel the pressure in the tendons of his body. They seemed that they were both battling waves of inner turmoil. They certainly made a good pair. He averted his face from view. He didn't want her to see his weakness, "We have to go," he mumbled.

She nodded and withdrew from his arms both fully aware that the conversation they had started would be brought up again. He dressed himself and collected his things. Searching for the exit, he stumbled upon a box of old coats. He fished out two old, dark fabric pea coats and handed one to Korra.

"Put this on, it's cold outside."

Korra would've laughed at his gesture given that he knew that she was from one of the poles, but he wasn't concerned about her catching a cold but rather their equalist uniforms catching unwelcome interest in the light of the daytime. From a different, smaller container, he trawled out a wool cap and a woven scarf with an intricate design on it. He pulled the cap over his head and handed Korra the scarf.

"Keep your face out of sight. Let's go."

-0-

His eyes were very sensitive to the light. Slowly they dwindled open. The air was cold as it entered his mouth. He attempted to roll over but the movement was too much for his heavy head to handle. He raised his hand in effort to shield his eyes form the irritating glare that the electric blubs were generating above him, but his eyes still screamed out in pain. He felt as if he was thoroughly hungover. He couldn't even recall how he had gotten there. After a few more minutes of rest, he felt that he built enough strength to sit his body up. Immediately, a hand was pushing him down. His chest felt as if a fifty pound weight had been dropped on it.

"Please stay on your back. It is best to rest."

He blinked his eyes confused to when the person had gotten there. He licked his lips. They were excruciatingly dry, "Where am I? What happened?"

"There was a fire. You were found unconscious in one of the units along with a handful of officers," the woman explained. She was wearing an all blue uniform. She was a nurse, "I'm sorry, sir, but that's all I know."

He finally took in his surroundings. There were people in white lab coats rushing every which way and gurneys lined up in an orderly fashion across the room. Some had people resting on them and each were divided by a large draping, pale green, sheet that hung from the ceiling. The unfamiliar place he had woken in was the Emergency Room of Republic City Memorial Hospital. He tilted his head down and examined his arms. The sleeve of his blazer and shirt had been cut away so the IV drip could be administered in his right arm. He took his left hand and ripped the needle out.

"Sir! What are you doing?" the nurse shrieked.

He didn't want the IV. Blood puttered down his right forearm. The red liquid wash away the layer of dark soot that clung to his skin; he hadn't realized how filthy he was. He was covered from head to toe in a coding of soot and ash. He forced his body to stand erect despite the bullets of pain he felt shooting through his entire body.

"Sir, sit down! It's not good to stand! You're body has gone an extended period of time without a proper oxygen supply."

He saw the woman's lips moving but couldn't hear her words. He coughed wildly. The surging pain was back again. He clutched his heart. It felt as if it were going to pound out of his chest, "I have… have to go find Chief Saikhan…" he croaked, "Do you know where he is?"

"He was just discharged from the adjacent emergency bay. You can see him shortly if you cooperate."

The tall framed man blinked. The edges of his vision had gone blurrily. He was fading fast and despite his large size, the nurse succeeded in pushing him back down on the bed. She worked quickly. The nurse bent water from a jar stationed to a table to his right. She closed the wound that he created from removing the intravenous needle and wrapped it in gauze for good measure. The medicine in Republic City was cutting edge because new forms of rehabilitation that go with the use of bending, such as the IV drip and innovative facets in surgeries, have been introduced and incorporated into the old system, which was solely based on ancient medical treatments and healers. These breakthroughs resulted in a total change on the perspective on medical care because the processes and tools that could be utilized without bending made care more accessible to everyone. The only reason these techniques were discovered was due to the ingenuity of people who were without access to bending. Unfortunately, the times have given this medical revolution a bad name because it placed the jobs of the benders in jeopardy. The bending elites labeled it another ploy for the nonbenders to seize power and many who were against the equalist plot have expressed their oppression by refusing to use the revolutionizing techniques, which the nurse thought was absurd.

Tarrlok wasn't in the right state to rip the needle out for precisely that reason. He only did for the fact that a tube attached to him would impede him in finding Chief Saikhan. The nurse suspected this much, but didn't count the first reason out. She had far too many crazy patients ripping out tubes she worked so hard to set. She herself was a bender but didn't care much for politics. The only thing that she believed in was medicine and if something could help someone heal faster and live longer than she was a proponent for it. She felt that medicinal bending had very useful features and if paired with nonbending techniques could come close to curing almost all ailments, but the ego and status of benders got in the way. She absolutely loathed prideful people because their personal vendettas thwarted progress.

"Is your chest where you're feeling the majority of your pain?"

He didn't catch her question at first. Everything sounded as if he was underwater. He nodded slowly. His hand was still gripping his heart. She would have to go old-school with him instead issuing x-rays of his chest. She didn't feel like dealing with angry outbursts on choice of care.

"OK, I'm going to unbutton your shirt now. Are you OK with this?"

He nodded and her hands worked his shirt undone happy that he was being more compliant. She bent the water from the sterilized jar again so that every inch of her palms were covered in the liquid. With great care, she pressed her glowing hands to his chest. He instantly sighed. The sensation was soothing; it brought back memories of mother, who was a healer. For many minutes, the nurse worked up and down his torso inspecting it for damage.

She removed her hands, "It seems that your lungs have incurred minor damage from the smoke you inhaled. I suggest that we run a blood test for further examination so we know the true extent of the damage."

"No, no that would be unnecessary," he groused. Everything was coming back to him in short waves. He needed to get back out and find that bastard police officer. Precious time was ticking away.

"I wasn't finished speaking," she snapped back. The nurse was beginning to lose her patience with this man. She poked her finger at his left pectoral that was discolored a dark purple. Under the tissue was where his heart lay, "Your heart is what I'm very concerned about. It has undergone a tremendous amount of trauma."

"What do you mean?"

"I couldn't tell you. You weren't in a car accidence so wasn't caused by blunt trauma and it's not penetrating trauma either because you weren't impaled by any foreign object. It sounds crazy but it's almost as if something moved your heart around without touching you."

"That wasn't my question," nothing she said ever satisfied him, "What's this mean for my heart?"

Her patient's rudeness and ingratitude brushed off her. Too many of her patients these days were like this anyway and she was no stranger to it. She had grown up on the streets of Republic City, "You're heart has been seriously weakened. You have been maintaining a steady heartbeat but who knows how long that will last. You could be experiencing internal bleeding around your cardiac tissues, which could result in permanent damage if not treated properly."

"Why can't you give me a definitive answer: do I have internal bleeding or not?"

"The bleeding is too acute for my waterbending to pick up, but that still doesn't mean it's not a potential threat to your wellbeing. The blood lost can result in misplaced pressure on your internal organs in addition to your heart which could result in permanent damage of those tissues and possible death. Blood loss alone is dangerous."

"So what are you going to do?"

"Treatment depends. Internal bleeding has the ability to heal on its own, but depending on the severity of the damages sometimes surgery is needed. For now, I'm going to put you on watch so that we can observe your symptoms and see if they improve or worsen over the next twenty-four hours to determine the future course of your treatment."

"I don't have twenty-four hours."

"Sir, please don't do this again."

"Do you know who I am?"

"No, and I could care less. Quite frankly, sir, it doesn't matter who you are. You have been seriously injured and your body needs rest." This woman was the epitome of logic but he would not heed her well-intentioned advice.

It infuriated him that she didn't know who he was, and that she wasn't treating him with suitable respect. He made a note to have her fired once this was all over. He pushed past her standing tall despite the trembling weakness in his legs, "I'm councilman Tarrlok, Northern Watertribe representative on Republic City's high council," he declared pompously, "I don't have time for this bullshit. The city is under attack. Heal me as best you can now, hell, give me pain killers if you have to. Just get me the chief of the police now!" He shouted.

The nurse reacted with the same caliber of force, "I will do no such thing! Sit down and don't make me ask twice," a vein was visibly protruding from the woman's temple. She was never a violent person but she couldn't deny that she had considered cracking the clay jar of water over the man's head. She deduced that his mental state was affected or altered by the lack oxygen.

The man went against her orders and as she was about to continue her rant the main emergency doctor, Dr. Wei, and a tall, bald-headed, tattooed man entered the enclosure tapered off by the hanging sheets. She had never seen an Airbender before.

"Here you are, Councilman Tenzin."

"Thank you, Dr. Wei," the monk bowed respectively.

"Not a problem," he smiled warmly and the corners of his eyes wrinkled from his mirth. The male doctor was very petite and looked almost like a midget standing beside the towering Air Nation Representative. She admired Dr. Wei immensely. He was the one that gave her the confidence to pursue a career in the medical field and given her the chance to work in his emergency room team, which she took stride. The two defining characteristics of her boss was his short, cropped gray hair and his small, immaculately clean bifocals that rested on the tip of his nose. She always wondered how they never fell off. Dr. Wei smiled again and motioned over toward her, "Winona is one of our best nurses on staff. You are in very good hands," he stated simply and left to return to his lot of duties.

Her patient, the man who introduced himself as councilman Tarrlok, immediately stiffened. She noted his reaction, "What are you doing here, Tenzin?"

"I heard about the fire," the airbender looked over the injured man's body. He looked an absolute mess, "It must've been pretty serious." Tenzin never liked to see anyone, even Tarrlok, in a battered state like that.

The weary man bobbed his head up and down, "I told you something was going on," he sat on the edge of the cot. Winona turned to organize the medical instruments that where on the table next Tarrlok in order to give the two man some form of privacy.

"It doesn't sound like it was an accident." Tarrlok was confused by his colleague. He couldn't read him. He looked broken down yet held together. The older man's pale blue eyes shone of exhaustion.

"Why are you actually here?" He saw someone familiar pace back from the sheet that obstructed his vision. It was the Avatar's friend, the firebender. He was waiting with his brother just outside the taped off area that was his room.

"Tell me what really happened, Tarrlok. It's obvious to me that situation is serious and that you no longer can do this on your own. Let me help you. I made sure the people that you confiscated from their homes were cared for."

He could've cared less what Tenzin did for him. "I'm prefect shape, Tenzin, and I don't need your help," she was moving medical supplies around in the open drawer when she heard this. Her shoulders pinched upward from the man's evident lie, but she stayed silent. If airbender wanted to know the true degree of her patient's injures, he had to be the one to disclose them to him. It was only her place to share private medical proceedings with immediate family.

Tarrlok clutched his fists. He couldn't fathom why Tenzin wanted to help him now, even after the disrespect he had shown him a few hours before on his island. Perhaps the fire and the assault had convinced him that his course of action to enact martial law was correct.

"It's pretty clear that that's not truth. I could hear your nurse shouting at you from down the hall. From the police report, it says that the fire was started by gasoline spill. Please tell me that you didn't contrive this whole situation to just throw more fuel on your cause."

"Don't be ridiculous. I don't need to burn down a building to get attention."

"I can't trust you until you tell me who did it."

Tarrlok considered if he should let the man in on the secret. Maybe he would pledge alliance to him if he actually knew what his airbending pupil was up to. He smirked at the thought of having Tenzin locked down under his wing. He found no reason to hold the information from him, "It was the man that owned the apartment building. It was the South Bend Apartment Complex on the corner of South Bend Avenue and Fifth Street. On the property reports he went by the name Arata, but I doubt that name was true." The waterbender procured the information after he retrieved the note from Korra's room. It was a risk to assume that he had even given the Avatar a note, but he needed something, anything, to pin her down. It took him longer than he expected to find the clue. He even had to rip the Avatar's dwelling apart to see where she had expertly hid it; a corner of a crumbled piece of parchment poked out from her polar dog's collar; she had tucked the note beneath it. The moment he pulled the photo out, all his suspicions were confirmed. He glanced the old photograph over. There was a crisscross fold that marred the surface of it were the color was pulled off into whiteness. The edges were frayed as if they had always been rubbing and moving against the walls of pockets. Had his brother always carried it with him? Winona shifted uneasily; she felt that she was eavesdropping on things she shouldn't hear.

"What did he look like?"

"Tall, dark hair, blue eyes, deep voice."

The bald man shook his head, "That description matches the features of the man that visited Korra last night, but his name wasn't Arata it was Noatak." Tarrlok was aware of his brother's visit to the Island the night before. That's where he intercepted his note after all. "Was Korra there?" his question was asked with such desperation.

"She was. She was in the first unit with the man I just described," he winced slightly as the pain in his chest flared up again along with the dizziness in his head.

Tarrlok hadn't detected the firebender's subtle advancements into the room. He inched closer toward the airbender once the information about his friend was revealed. The almost imperceptible clinking of metal instruments stopped as Winona finished cleaning up. She was growing more and more uncomfortable as the exchange unfolded; all she wanted to do was treat her patient.

"Did she start the fire? Was she that one who attacked you?"

"No," the answer brought some relief to the two man that now stood over the injured waterbender, "I assure you it was all that man's doing." By the looks of his colleague, the man was very dangerous.

"Then what was she doing in the apartment?" Mako suddenly interrupted.

"Oh come on, boy," Tarrlok closed his eyes and snickered tiredly, "I'm sure you're aware of her relationship with him."

Despite the boy's efforts to mask his anger, the councilman could clearly see it burning in the amber of his eyes. His brother stirred from the hallway to place a supporting hand on his shoulder, which acted more like a cautionary restraint. The three couldn't been in that much denial that they were unable to put the pieces together, and Tenzin on his own was so adamant on revealing information. He suspected that he truly wanted his student back alive and well.

"Look, I don't intend to ever be friends with you. All I want is Korra back. Tell me who this Arata is and how he's connected to Noatak and Korra."

"If that's what you want," he concurred, and the monk was surprised from his colleague's quick promise. Tenzin had spoken to soon, "but you two along with that Sato girl will have to do something for me in return."

The Airbender observed the two boys. It wasn't his choice to make and waited for their decision. The brothers didn't say anything to one another. They nodded in agreement.

"Good," Tarrlok breathed and rolled his shoulders back, "I'll tell you everything that I've found out, but for now, can you find where Chief Saikhan when off to while Winona patches me up?"

The three left with their assignment leaving the nurse and her patient alone. The councilman laid back down on the cot with an expressionless face. He had the three exactly where he wanted them and he could expose as much or as little as he wanted to. He smiled as Winona attended to the burns that marred his skin.
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The hallways felt eerie and winding despite the large number of injured policeman and civilians filling the emergency bays. The trio had been walking in silence ever since the brothers agreed to the councilman's deal. They edged the entrance to the second ER bay where Saikhan was located, but were stopped short when the tall monk started to talk.

"You don't have do what he's asking. It's not your duty to do so."

The two brothers looked back at the older man, their gazes steadied with youthful determination. Their young appearances would trick anyone into thinking that they were both just innocent, naïve teenagers, but their eyes told a different story. They weren't innocent and hadn't been in a very long time, and for a second, Tenzin pitied them because they had experienced things before the age of ten that most would never have. And that's why they stood there looking at him with this resolve of 'I've been through worse' and banking their lives against fate.

The older sibling was first to speak, "If I have any sherd of decency, then it is my duty to act. And if this is the only way we can then so be it." Bolin crossed his arms and nodded solemnly in agreement.

The airbender exhaled and looked to the side trying to steel his emotions as he took in the boys' refusal of his attempt to protect them. There was an officer on the side in a cot. His blue eyes watched the poor man scream out in pain as the nurses worked on his leg, or at least what was left of it. He was being prepped for emergency surgery to remove it. The poor fellow was unlucky enough to have gotten caught by a crossbeam of the building collapsing.

He returned his attention back to the brothers and remembered that even though their eyes were those of wise men they were still just kids. And he knew for certain that Mako was not looking at this situation with clear eyes. His gaze scooted back to the brothers, to the earthbender who still said nothing. The boy hadn't said much in the recent hours. He was probably in shock. They were still just children and if he had to let children fight for him what kind of leader was he?

Almost violently, his large hands grabbed the fabric of their shirts and he pulled the boys to the side of the hallway. He did this to get their attention as well as to get out of the way of the moving cowards of medical personnel.

"I understand this sense of duty you both feel, and I admire it to some degree, but you are following bad judgement whether you know it or not. We're handing into a trap with no backup. You will lose your bending, or worse, you will die," the forceful grip on their clothes tightened as the man desperately tried to slam that point into their heads, "It's repulsive the kind of low he is at right now, playing with people's lives like this. I will not let you do this." The soldier screamed out again.

"You didn't think that we didn't know that?" Bolin finally spoke, "At this point, we can't just sit around and wait!" He looked straight into the Airbender's eyes, "There's no doubt that this man, Arata or Noatak or whatever his name is, is Amon. Did you see the damage done this morning? To the officers? The bruises on Tarrlok's chest? On his face? He looked like death," he fist tightened, "I have no doubt in my mind who this guy that Korra is dealing with is. I've experienced Amon's fighting prowess firsthand and I can say without any doubt that he did that to Tarrlok. That's the only explanation."

"And if that means that Tarrlok is going to use us and Asami to flush Korra out, we don't care," ended the Firebender.

The Airbender kept his hands locked on the boys, "But we don't know if it is him. We need to sit tight and get a better picture on what is really happening instead of putting our heads down and charging in."

"Bullshit," Mako spat pushing the man's heavy hand off, "You just can't take the fact that Korra is in cahoots with Amon."

"Maybe, I can't," Tenzin stared the firebender down, "A part of me doesn't want to believe it and a part of me can't look past the realities. But I know for a fact whose side she's on. Even if she has lost her way."

"And that's why we need to do this, Tenzin. We need to bring her home," Mako said quietly. He turned to his brother, "Come on, Bolin, let's go get Seikhan."

The monk watched them disappear through the ER doors and began to pace back and forth. He realized just how far Tarrlok's fingers were wrapped around their necks. He stroked is graying beard, maybe he was in denial and maybe he was greedy thinking he could save everyone, but even if it was a pointless endeavor he would try and he would bring Korra back to him. Someone tapped his back. The older man turned and found Tarrlok's nurse, Winona, behind him.

"Oh, it's you. I apologize. I'm in your way."

"No, no, you're not. I came to find you Councilman Tenzin, you have a call."

-0-

The sky was overcast, and, despite it being early in the afternoon, it looked as if the sun had never really rose that morning. It's been an hour and half since the police raid and 45 minutes since the building caught up in flames. They had been trekking silently through the snow and back alleyways to get to an entrance that would lead them directly to Amon's office in the equalist compound.

She shivered. The day was cold and winter didn't seem as inviting as it usually did. The whiteness of the cold only led more contrast to the black, bellowing smoke cloud that they were leaving behind. Korra tried to focus her attention forward or at her feet but her eyes would always would return to look at the dark smoke cloud ascending into the skies. Noatak seemed to pay no mind. He was more concerned with the crowds and watching eyes and keeping her out of sight. They paused behind a dumpster were the alley ended and funneled into a busier street. She watched children, men, and women walk past wearing heavy coats and hats.

"I think we are out of the police perimeter. Don't talk to anyone, walk behind me, and keep you head down."

"We are going on this road?"

"Yes, we have to cross this street."

She did as she said and they strode down the block. Until they reached a newspaper stand and telephone booth at the end of the block at the corner of the intersection. People bustled by them, not paying them any attention.

The vender was an old, pot-bellied man with tanned skin, green eyes, and gray hair with a prominent bald spot. He leaned back on a stool in his booth listening to music from the piece-of-shit radio he had playing on the counter. Abruptly, the static-filled music cut out for three load beat as an emergency broadcasting signal cut into the station. Korra and Noatak stopped, along with a small crowd of people, to listen. The emergency broadcaster spoke in an urgent tone: "Update to the residents of Republic City: South Bend is still in flames from equalist attack. Firefighter are still working hard to put out the flames. No deaths reported, but 52 were injured and 6 were critically injured which include Councilman Tarrlok and the brave policemen that were protecting the inhabitants of South Bend. Stay in homes if you live in the upper east borough. Repeat. Stay in homes if you live in upper eastern borough. Do not leave homes until conflict is resolved and perpetrators are found and taken in. Be on the lookout the Avatar and a 6' 3", male, with pale skin, dark brown hair, and blue eyes. Avatar Korra has been suspected to be working with the equalist plot. She has not been seen for the past 24 hours. If suspects are spotted contact RCPD as soon as possible. Suspects are extremely dangerous. Do not approach. Contact RCPD immediately. End of emergency transmission." There was a moment of silence before the jazz music filtered back in as if the call never happened. The vender shifted in his chair and said to no one in particular, "Sprits, can you believe this? I just can't believe it! You can't trust anyone anymore… not even the Avatar," and pulled out and lit a cigarette, "Looks like this world is going to shit. I thought it couldn't get much worse than the 100 year war."

"The Avatar?"

"Is the world coming to an end?"

"What are we going to do?"

"What am I going to tell my daughter?"

"Who's going to project us now?"

He could feel the tension from Korra's body beside him but did not let her emotions show. It was scary, he couldn't remember when she got so good at that. Maybe he was brushing off her.

"Yea, I guess you can't trust anyone anymore," Korra responded to the man. The group of people around them quickly dispersed. He knew that she could hear all the panicked whisperings, of how the Avatar abandoned them, how the world was coming to an end. She clenched her fists.

The butt of the vendor's cigarette illuminated the dark afternoon as he took a long drag in order to calm himself. The vender released the smoke out of his nostrils, "I suppose not, darling," he sighed scratching his temple. Noatak placed a hand on her shoulder giving it a gentle squeeze. He leaned down slightly as he fished around in his pocket. He handed her 50 cents, "Here, buy a newspaper, I need to make a call."

She nodded and took the money. He walked into the phone booth and closed the door behind him. She watched the vender's eyes follow him.

"Hi, can I get a newspaper?"

He placed the cigarette back his mouth and reached for a newspaper, "Sure, sweetheart, here you go." She handed the man the money and tucked the paper in her coat pocket. "You know, you should go home. With all this commotion going on in South Bend this borough is bound to be next. It's really not safe to be out here. I'm actually happy that they called Marshall Law. I survived the Great War, but I'm too old for this shit. I'm headed head home. You should too." He took another long drag with his gaze directed to the phone booth, "I mean you can see the smoke clouds from here."

"Don't worry, sir, I'm headed home too."

He shifted the cigarette between his lips. The man kept talking, "Well, get there fast," he straightened the magazines and newspapers out front and pulled out a key, "This shit seems to being getting worse and worse every day. Now they keep sending the emergency reports every ten minutes. And did you hear that the Avatar's an equalist now! I just can't believe it. I just can't! Do you think Avatar Aang would've done this? Hell no, I tell ya, hell no," he grumbled on stepping out of the booth. He pulled down the metal covering. He the butt between his teeth taking another deep inhale, again releasing the smoke through his nostrils, "Say do you live down here? I've haven't seen you around."

The lock clicked and he shook the covering to make sure it was secure. He turned and faced her fixing a scarf around his neck that he pulled from his pocket. Korra couldn't tell if the man was trying to play her or if it was just her paranoia. He just seemed like he was in a panicked mess, with his excessive smoking sucking and jumpy movements, but something about the man's gaze unnerved her.

"Yes, a few blocks down. We just moved in a couple weeks ago," Korra lied.

"Hmm, is that right?" He pulled out his butt and squished it against the sole of his shoe. His mustache curled upward as he smiled and laughed showing yellow teeth, "I live down that a ways too. Can't say that I've seen you around. Say you know, you actually do look familiar. I just can't seem to to put my finger on it."

"I'm sure you're mistaken, sir."

Noatak came out of phone booth and walked to her side. He placed a hand on the small of her back and from the controlled, forceful way he pushed her forward, she could tell that he was angry, but he hid it well. After all she wasn't supposed to talk to anyone. "It's quite rude to question a lady like that. You should mind your own business."

"Sure thing, sir. My apologies," the vender dipped his head not failing to notice the man's death stare. He watched couple cross the street and head down the road. He waited until they were out of sight and immediately walked over to the phone booth. He dropped two coins in.

"Like hell, I'm that stupid. That girl looked exactly like the Avatar and there was a man with her," he felt a cold sweat break out on his forehead.

A female dispatcher came online, "Hello, this is 9-1-1, what is your emergency?"

He opened his mouth but it was as if all the air were sucked from them. He wheezed. He already had trouble breathing but it had never been this bad.

"Hello? Hello? Are you alright?"

Then something came over him, a foreign sensation and, suddenly, his hand was hanging the phone up against his will.

"What the fuck? What the fuck!" he stuttered looking at his hand as if it wasn't his body. The dispatcher's voice went silent as the call disconnected. His feet started to move under him and body twisted and turned out of the booth into an alleyway. Was he possessed? The sensation was almost painful. He could see the veins in his hands and wrists budging out of his skin. His body made a turn where the street came out of view and found the same man standing at the booth there but the girl was gone.

"Are you doing this to me? What are you doing to me?" he stuttered in fear. The man's body slammed against the cold brick wall, "Are you some kind of demon?"

"Be quiet, I don't have a lot of time." His hands were his pockets and he had a bone-chilling look on his face. He squared his shoulders, "You know, you're not as dumb as you look, very observant, but I can't have people calling the police."

"Please just kill me if that's what you intend to do."

"That's awfully brave of you, sir, but I'm not going to hurt you, well, as long as you do as I say. You wouldn't want to upset me. I'm on edge you see."

Without warning, he was gasping for air again as a crushing, invisible force came down on his windpipe. The hunger for air overrode every function in his body. Noatak knew this and could clearly see in the man's green, bulging eyes as every single muscle in his neck, chest, and abdomen strained and fought to suck in air. He watched with hands in pockets as the older man struggled to breathe. The moment the man's fingers turned blue did crushing force subside and his lungs could fill again. He collapse onto all fours.

Noatak squatted down to his level with his hands between his thighs, "Do you really want to die?"

The man coughed and wheezed. "That's what I thought. At least I have your full attention now."

He reached into the man's trousers and retrieved the man's wallet and packet of cigarettes. He opened the wallet and glanced at his driver's license, "Xing, is it? You live just down the block on 12th. Not awfully far from here," there was a picture of two little kids, "Are these your grandkids? They look like nice kids." He closed his wallet and took out a cig from the pack pinching between his middle finger and thumb. The man's breathing has slowed to a normal rate. Noatak wasn't even restraining him with his bloodbening anymore. The man was just plain exhausted.

"Now, I suggest that you go home Mr. Xing. To your wife and stop sticking nose in places it shouldn't be." He patted the older man's back twice, "Alright?"

The older man lifted his head to look in the younger man's eyes, "I don't know what you are," he gritted his teeth from exhaustion and pain, "but you are worse than fucking demon."

Noatak smiled and pushed the cigarette between the man's lips to quiet him, "Whatever you need to say to rationalize it, Mr. Xing. Now, when you wake up, you keep that mouth of yours shut. You don't want to see me again. Have a good day now, Mr. Xing." Xing's eyes rolled into the back of his head and his arms collapsed making his torso and head slump to the snowy ground. Noatak pulled him up into a sitting position and leaned him against the building. He threw the wallet and cigarettes in the man's lap and dusted off his coat. He adjusted his hat, placed his hands in his pockets to warm them, and trekked deeper into the alleyway where he told Korra to wait for him.

He found her leaning beside a fire escape. Her eyes were downcast and her arms were crossed over her chest, "You really didn't need to jostle the poor guy like that," he wasn't expecting a response like that.

"And I thought I told you to buy a newspaper, not have a bloody conversation," he bit back just as bitterly.

She huffed and uncrossed her arms, "whatever," and started down to the end of the alley, clearly irritated. He followed. She was probably upset about what the people on the street said about her after the broadcast. The reality of what was happening was setting in and he could tell that she was struggling to come to grips with it. After all, she wasn't used to be on the other side of the law, but he didn't need or want to deal with a moody Avatar right now. If they got caught… he didn't even want to think about it because it wouldn't happen. He would protect her, and yet there was doubt in his mind. Tarrlok had Korra's sister. He didn't know how he had her sister but he did and that was a problem and he couldn't dispose of his brother until he could secure Auma's safety. But that wasn't the only problem that they faced.

"You can't be picky when you're covering your tracks, Korra," his palms clutched the linings of his pockets in an attempt to keep his anger at bay. There were more pressing matters then the man he just intimated. I could've been much worse. But he kept his mouth shut. He didn't want her to see him like that, the side of him that almost consumed his soul, "It's just an intimidation tactic. He will wake up in 20 minutes, scared shitless, and run home."

"Okay, I get it. I don't want to talk about it anymore."

He grabbed her from behind and pulled her aside, "What's a matter with you?"

"Nothing."

He rolled his eyes, "Look, we can't get caught. The city is in an uproar right now and people are on edge. Everyone's on edge! They'll call in anything they see as suspicious. Don't you understand that? Even if your face is covered by that scarf, people can still recognize you and call it in. For spirits sake, that man almost did! There's more important things on the line right now."

"I know, OK! You don't need to lecture me," she snapped. See wouldn't look him in the eye.

"What else is bothering you?"

"I don't like seeing you that way."

"What?"

"You say you don't like it, but you just bloodbent that poor man and almost seemed to enjoy it. You were fucking smirking when he was gasping for air."

He hesitated and glanced away, "I told you not to watch." It seems their conversation that started in the basement wasn't over yet.

"What because you're just going to revert to this nasty guy every time I turn away?" she clenched her fists, "And fucking tell me that it's the circumstance, I know what's at stake but I can't just stand here and watch you intimidate that poor man for my sake."

"I see," he whispered, "Are you having regrets about this?"

"No, I'm not," she closed her eyes. He could see her trembling, "I was naïve when I said your power was awesome before. And there's a part of me that is scared and terrified of it," his breath hitched, "but then there's a part of me that is in awe of it, to the point that all I can do is stand and stare like I'm fucking mesmerized. And I can't help but think that there must be something wrong with me that I think that." She knew it wasn't the best time for this but it was already left out on the table.

He wasn't used to people talking about his abilities, they never had the chance to. It was a new experience, "So you think there's something wrong with me? Is that it?"

"No, that's not what I said."

"Are you afraid of me?"

"No, I'm not. I know you're in control and I know you'd never hurt me. It just upsets me. I am afraid of your power. I'm afraid of it, not only because of its danger, but because it might take you away from me. It makes me wonder what would of happened if we never met. What you would've become."

His facial expression was darkened, "I know there's something deep inside me that's dark and ugly. And I know that it will never go away. And you keep telling me that's not who I am, and maybe you're right but that part of me will still be there. I'm imperfect, fuck, I have billion problems with me and am not remotely close to normal. I try to be in control but it slips away sometimes… and you get caught up in the feeling, power over life," he sighed realizing what Korra said was true and, instantly, regretted his angry reaction towards it. And he believed that she was the one to accept him, all parts of him, "I guess I'll always be a dirty bloodbender until the end."

"Noa, that's not what I meant."

"No, it's fine, Korra. I understand."

She grabbed his hand, "No that's not what I meant," and pressed her lips to his, "remember I'm not exactly normal either."

He smiled and nodded, "Let's get going we are only a few blocks away. Let's put an end to this war."
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The phone static cleared to a familiar voice. It was his wife, and she had some terrifying news. He steeled his grip on the receiver and released an uneven breath.

"I understand," the Airbender replied quietly. He could hear her voice trembling on the other side. She was trying to keep it together, "It's going to be okay, Pema," he stated firmly, "I am going to get you extra protection. It is imperative that you flea the temple grounds with the children, immediately."

He paused to listen to his wife's plea.

"I know, and I know you're scared," his voice caught in his mouth, "Forgive me. Spirits above, tui and la, forgive me. I can't join you," his chest felt heavy and his stomach began to ache, "I can't forsake the city. As much as it pains me, I can't join you. I have to find Korra."

A sad smile reached his lips and he closed his eyes. His wife knew what he had to do. He could sense her resigned acceptance from across the phoneline.

"I love you too, Pema. The white lotus will protect you and the children. I will join you when I can. I promise."

The line went dead. The Airbender could sense that something awful was about to begin. He turned to the nurse's station next to him and locked eyes with Winona, who had been furtively listening to his conversation with the pretense of filing patient records back in place. She knew it was wrong that she had eavesdropped, but the raw yet restrained pain in the councilman's voice when he answered the phone drawn her attention like a powerful magnet. She decided that she could not stand by any longer. From everything she heard and encountered this day- first, the statutory enactment of martial law, then the subsequent violent attack at Southbend, to the unexplainable injuries that the officers and counselor exhibited- she understood that something truly wicked was underway. However, the enormity and the cost of the approaching conflict and ensuing chaos were something that she couldn't quite fully grasp or imagine, nor could the Airbender.

"What can I do to help you, councilman?" the nurse stated resolutely. Her hands weren't even shaking. They were firm like a soldier preparing for battle despite knowing the sobering odds of victory. But the nurse was afraid. Sadly, the dull yet pounding anxiety that blossomed behind her breastbone was familiar. The feeling emanated from her childhood spent on the streets in fear of gang violence, of family members lost, of fear for her own life. The only attribute hardening her nerves and moving her forward was her unwavering sense of duty to serve and help others.

"Can you tell me; which room Lin Bei Fong is in?"

-0-

They entered his underground domain quietly, secretly. The elephant-rats that larked in the sewer were even familiar with his presence, for he had traveled this path in silence many times. The young women trailing behind him was a new sight though. He often traveled alone.

It took them fifteen minutes or so to reach the entrance without further incident. There, the pair had discarded their tattered winter coats, hats, and scarves in a nearby dumpster covering them with a discarded piece of cardboard as an extra precaution.

He did not want any more thoughtless mistakes, at least ones that he could control. After the unexpected visit from his brother and his one-sided "conversation" with his elderly friend Xing, his tolerance for surprises was waning dangerously thin.

Unfortunately, throughout his years, he never really developed an appetite for surprise. He actively avoided it through his network of informants, meticulous research, and unparalleled mental discipline. He sighed and his breath caught in his mask. Not to mention, his own physical advantage over any person, whether bender or non-bender, gave him an almost unbeatable advantage with the use of his unique bloodbending technique. He needn't even left a finger, only his thoughts. He was utterly, entirely prepared to face any situation, no matter how perilous or outnumbered… well, expect for one.

He felt the girl's steady and healthy heartbeat behind him. It should have strengthened him, but a kind of momentary hopelessness overcame him. He hated the feeling. He was glad that his mask, his back, and even the surrounding darkness concealed his knee-buckling weakness.

It was true, he was prepared for any situation if he had been the same person as before; if he had been the same Amon that passed under the threshold of the masked man's lair. A man without emotion or simply anything to lose; a man that rarely ever had to cope with the whim of his own emotion or the frightening realization of his own loss, both past and the ones to come. For they'd surely come, the losses. They always had.

He smiled despondently to himself I've done a fantastic job he thought scornfully Haven't I, father?

His obsessive quest for control, or rather Amon's quest, was pointless in the end. It wasn't his own. It was never his own. In all actuality, he couldn't control shit. An illusion of infallibility; a defense mechanism like the mask he wore. The Avatar was right, after all, when she said he was blind. Drunk on his own power. Arrogance and recklessness lined in every step, but even he was only human.

He held his hand out in front of him as he walked. He was unable to see it in the damp darkness, but it was a clear image to him. He saw a hand laid out in front of him and a father that he was unable to kill. A demon that he let live. A demon that was still alive and well. You're worse than a fucking demon the newspaper vender's voice echoed…

They rounded a sharp corner.

But she believed that there was light in him. He felt her warm, pulsing heartbeat in his ears again.

"We're almost there," he whispered. He put down his hand and then, stopped abruptly. He did not turn, "Don't firebend if it's dark. Don't waterbend if your uniform gets wet and you want a dry one. Don't even earthbend the dust from your mask and it blinds you. Wipe it off with your hand. Don't bend at all."

"I understand," she returned softly. Nodding even though he couldn't see it. His examples were those of using bending flippantly; acts that any bender would do without thinking, instinctively, almost like breathing. He knew she was not accustomed to intentionally repressing her gifts, especially a bender as talented as she.

She recognized the unusual tension in his voice. She was astonished. He was afraid?

"Do you think I can't do it?" she asked suddenly, "You think I can't be in total control of my bending?"

"No," he said flatly. He hesitated, then turned his head toward her speaking over his shoulder pad, "Not even I can achieve that, Korra. But if anyone could do anything in this world, you could. I have no doubt about that." He turned his head back and looked at the at the end of the corridor where his hidden passageway stood. It would take them to an electrical closet labeled 1A; straight to the bowels of his rebel organization.

Heat pooled on her cheeks from his deeply sincere compliment, "What is it then?"

He had been mulling it over in his head ever since they escaped his apartment. Keeping his anxiety to himself and solely focusing on getting her to safety. How could he end this monster of a war that he had born and unleashed? He couldn't let her pay for his sins. They were his to bare. He knew, however, that she would not take that cut and run excuse for an answer. She'd probably meet that confession with a right hook to the jaw he joked wordlessly. Korra had chosen him, and that was that.

…if she hadn't showed up last night, soaked and eyes ablaze in the mouth of his closet door at what he was about to commit, then he would've been gone. Noatak would have been gone. His brother would have been gone. Both murdered in the darkness of the Northern Watertribe city hall office. The only survivor would've been the masked man. That's what he meant when he told her at air temple island. He had his mind made up on a choice that resembled something close to what an ill-tempered child would choose: death by self-destruction. I'm afraid of what you would've become. And yet, he had still almost killed him, tempted by his brother's heart's momentary stillness. He hadn't even batted an eye to his brother's death. You're more in control of your bending than I ever was, Korra… even as reckless and bullheaded as you can be sometimes. If it wasn't for Korra's persistent shouts that pulled him out of his trance, reminding him of Auma's safety, he wouldn't have restarted his brother's heart.

Auma… he thought Locked in this crossfire.

Restarting a heart was a tricking business. Less than a fifty-fifty chance that the jump-started organ wouldn't result in a lethal arrhythmia and cardiac arrest. There wasn't a doubt in his mind that he had shortened his own brother's life by at least a decade. He knew exactly what he was doing, and he knew the consequences. Though his bloodbending was the most precise and powerful in the world, one was still bending and controlling the water lodged within delicate organic tissues. Damage would always ensue, especially with a technique that intended to kill. Still, Tarrlok was alive. His brother was remarkably strong. Maybe he would tell her this once everything was over. If he lived. He didn't know. His quarrels with his brother were his own. He was his keeper once.

The avatar eyed the outline of his glossy shoulder pads defined by the dim light cascading down from the grated manhole cover above.

"Korra…" he murmured still with his back turned.

She grabbed his forearm and spun him around, "Take off your mask. Let me see your face."

He did as he was told. She removed her equalist covering as well. It was safe to talk there. They needed to get on the same page.

"We wouldn't be able to talk as freely once we cross that door… Things aren't looking that great."

"You don't need to tell me the obvious, Noatak," the Avatar chided attempting to lighten the mood. The closer they got to the compound, the tenser they've both become. She eyed the door. That's were their fate stood, "What is the plan, if there is any?"

"Well, my initial, rough plan… I guess more like a checklist… to overtake the city was to first neutralize the council. Like cutting off the head of chicken-cow, this would've thinned and confused the police force with Saikhan running the show. With the sudden unrest and chaos caused by the vacuum of power, Saikhan's next immediate move would be to contact the United Forces to reestablish order."

"Okay," the Avatar followed.

"But he wouldn't have had the chance to. My men would've already cut the power and phone lines."

"Fine, then he can just set up a back-up line and an emergency power source. He could still contact the Military."

"Unfortunately for us, I don't cut corners. Before they have the chance to, canisters of noxious gas would have already burst in the ventilation system and filled the chambers of the police station before they could complete a remote connection."

"How long have they've been planted there? The gas bombs?"

"A couple months."

It unsettled her how easily his organization slipped through the cracks of authority in this city without being detected. She was glad that he was on her side as comprehensive as his "checklist" was. He gave her a chance, at least, to set things back in balance.

"Can we dismantle them?"

"Potentially. They are activated by a remote detonator. However, the one detonating them must be within 20 meters of the bombs. Sato couldn't figure out how to increase the range of the device."

"Who's detonating them?"

"An equalist mole working in the command center of the police station. Name is Sakari Sagura. Honestly, a very capable agent. Identification Number 0289. One of my very best." The sharpness of his memory scared him sometimes. Agent Sagura volunteered for the post despite knowing the gas would kill her. He remembered the tone of her voice when he told him that it would bring her honor.

The name didn't sound familiar to the Avatar, "Can we stop, Sakari?"

"She won't detonate until the council is dismantled. The timing of it is important. It's important that she wait. With the leadership of the city intact, the city's brain, the effectivity of the gas bombs would be minimal."

"If you didn't show… would the plans stop?"

"No," he stated causally, "If only it were that easy. They're to act whether I am present or not… and Tarrlok was kind enough to provide a prefect platform of state aggression to act upon."

"So your men are already in motion?"

"Hmm… most likely. They are probably hunting councilmembers down as we speak."

Her pupils went small. She thought about her master. Remembered the warm remarks he had given her before she abandoned his island left for his apartment.

"Tarrlok…" she whispered, "he has my sister. And Tenzin…" the Airbender, her surrogate father, whom she loved very, very much.

"They will be okay."

"How do you know that?"

"They're both related to the Avatar after all. They'll find their ways out of this," he stated easily, patiently weighing her reaction. His sudden certainty in her was extraordinary. It filled her with an unbreakable energy and confidence.

"When did you start to unconditionally believe in the Avatar?"

A rebellious smirk crawled on his face, "When you tried to catch fish in central park's lake," he quipped. At first, she was somewhat stunned by his lighthearted remark and then, laughter filled up her lungs. He wanted to see her smile. He wouldn't be able to she her smile once they passed that door. Maybe it would be the last time. He tucked the image deep in his memory.

"Oh shut it, you dope."

"You are quite the fisherman, Korra," he laughed and pulled her into a deep hug. Her arms wrapped around his midsection and her head tucked under his chin.

"I made a call. That's our advantage," he whispered into her ear, "I notified the white lotus. Luckily, that was one organization that I couldn't infiltrate. The order keeps their cards close to their chest and for good reason."

The Avatar pulled away and looked him in the eyes. He had freely given away his plan. He had given up everything he had worked for.

"My men won't be tipped off about this… or at the very least, delayed. Air temple island will be evacuated. Same with the police station. Someone will be able to reach the United Forces earlier than anticipated, which is the only chance we have. The delay in timing may be enough for us to end this. The military can be stationed in Yue bay before my troops can seize city hall, the police station, electrical plants, water systems, and important transportation infrastructure."

His plan reminded her of chi blocking. His troops were planning to strike vital pressure points of the city. If successful, not even the military could gain control after that, not with the threat of destroying vital organs and spilling the blood of innocent citizens.

He was quiet for a moment while he held her, "It will still be hard," he conceded, "I suspect we will be walking into an ocean of discord once we pass through that door. The news and radiobroadcasts of the attack and traitorous Avatar will no doubt have stirred things up. Plus, on top of that, my lead officers will be tearing apart every inch of the facility looking for a traitor that tipped the white lotus off.

"They won't though. They'll never suspect you."

"Perhaps," she didn't understand, nor could she, the web he had tangled himself in. He recalled rumors of insurgency and his Lieutenant questioning his desire to keep the Avatar in his private quarters; when he had healed her damaged heel cut from kicking in a rear van window. When they had first made love in the darkness of his office.

"What are you thinking?"

He looked her. She was beautiful.

He cleared his throat, "Nothing…" he mumbled, "Let me hold you a moment longer," he kissed her soundly.

He was prepared to die for his mistakes, to help her. Maybe it would count as some sort of reconciliation in the afterlife. When it was all over.

"Our only job now is to delay and wait to see what happens. Stay in the guard courts near my office. They are located to the left at the end of the hallway. Don't trail me closely, the Lieutenant will surely question you. Act as an inexperienced novice if that happens. Anyone with experience would have been mobilized to the frontlines anyway."

"Okay, what will you do?"

He secured his mask, clipping the leather strap around his skull, "I will go to my office and deal with anyone who is waiting there. Be patient and careful. I will find you and come get you. I promise."

He would have never guessed that it'd be the other way around. They opened the door to the electrical closet label 1A and passed through its threshold.
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A Terrible Synergy

Chapter 22

"Good, you finally decided to show up."

The man's tone was gruff. The fatigue from the battle and coarseness caused by smoke inhalation was easily recognizable in the councilman's voice. Saikhan cleared his throat loudly and removed his officer's hat. He held it under his arm.

"Sir," the officer's wrinkled forehead, outlined by his receding hairline, was visibly dotted in fine beads of sweat, "Sorry to have inconvenienced you. I had a couple of scrapes to attend to myself, but nothing to be concerned about." The master metalbender undid the top buttons of his state-issued coat as he slowly took in the councilman's state.

Tarrlok was filthy with soot. His infamous blue blazer almost unrecognizable, ripped apart and pulled aside to display a large, blossoming hematoma on his chest. The injury was an ugly purple and red mosaic against his dark skin. He was surprised that Tarrlok could even speak to him.

Saikhan shifted his hat to his other arm, "It seems that you weren't so lucky," the cop stated bluntly meeting his boss's eyes. There too, in the waterbender's dark blue irises, were even traces of the fight. The chief of police had never seen his boss in such a state of disarray. Maybe it was time to call in the military. It was looking like the situation was something that the police force could not contain on its own. Whoever they stumbled upon in that apartment, was incredibly dangerous and needed to be neutralized immediately.

In the waking hours of the morning of this same day, when he was called into action, he hadn't believed Tarrlok claims of the Avatar's enmity against the state or agreed with the extreme of enacting of martial law. There was a serious lack of evidence to act upon and the city couldn't be forced on its knees due to simply Tarrlok's fine-tuned intuition, but the chief was powerless to speak his opposition. Verily and with full mind, he went against his oath as an officer and submitted his control of the police force to the counselor in its totality. He knew his old superior, Chief Bei Fong, would've spat in his face with disgust for choosing self over the honor of the badge, but he could not break the chains of blackmail that Tarrlok held him in.

However, the youthful, idealizing detective that he began as and still resided inside him would not let him disregard his suspensions any longer or turn an indifferent eye towards the unsettling information that he had recently uncovered. How had Tarrlok had known to search that specific apartment complex? What had he uncovered in the Avatar's dwelling and how has he known he would find that information there? What were the rest of the strings the Waterbender had been pulling unseen the darkness?

The waterbender flashed his teeth, "Nonsense," Tarrlok snapped. A bruise disfigured one of his orbitals, making the man's normally handsome face lopsided and unpleasant, "Now, tell me what the situation is."

"Yes, of course," but as the chief opened his mouth to continue the green drapes sectioning off his room burst open.

"Alright, we ran off and retrieved your lapdog for you," the brunt-eyed teenager sneered, intentionally leaving out the word "fucking" to modify his choice of word for an obsequious canine. Despite leaving out the profanity, the intent of his statement was clear. The firebender's temper was getting the better of him and Mako had enough of the run around from everyone, his friend Korra included. He was still writhing from their fight the night before, about the trustworthiness of her shady acquaintance, the man who seemed to be a person of interest in every facet of their current situation.

The chief grunted and looked away as if he did not hear the slight or the feel teenager's palpable contempt. Mako brushed past the policeman in one forceful step looming over the councilmen. He covered the wounded man entirely in his shadow, crossed his arms over his chest- displaying the powerful, twisting muscles of his forearms- and lined his features with a terrifying grimace.

Tarrlok smirked equally as nastily; not a drip of him left impressed or alarmed Trying to intimidate me? You don't know the shit that you're about to step into, you insolent child.

Suddenly, almost acting on pure instinct, the councilman balled is right hand into a tight fist and crushed Mako's cheek. The boy stumbled back in surprise and intense pain. The waterbender had punched him with all the force he could muster even in his weakened state. From the cracking sound of contact and the sharp throbbing of his knuckles, he was sure that he made his dominance explicitly clear. He bit back the sharp shooting pains bursting from his chest, as a result of the sudden movement, never breaking eye contact with the youth.

"What pressure could you possibly supply?" Tarrlok spat furiously challenging him. Saikhan held back the teenager with a hand on his shoulder trying to cool the tension. The chief was frightened by what he saw. The councilman's eyes were anger and darkness untethered. The hair on his neck pricked up and the chief of police instinctually grew uneasy, yet he did not act against the safety of his submission to the councilor. That look spoke volumes of what would happen to someone if they did.

Mako stood frozen, with his cheek in his hand, as a similar alarm to the chief's went off in his head telling him to pay attention. That there was danger nearby. He had never witnessed the composed politician to ever have an outburst like that. It startled Mako to some degree and the ice in the man's eyes showed him that the waterbender didn't give a single fuck about it either.

As fast at the inimical energy was conjured, it dissipated. The councilman released a sigh, visibly cooling off lowering his tensed shoulders, "Where's Tenzin?" he asked shortly, calmly averting his death stare to glance at Bolin who stood at the threshold of the pale, green drapery.

The earthbender swallowed awkwardly, trying to fight through the tightness in his throat, "We couldn't find him." The recent outlash of the councilman terrified Bolin; he had advised his brother against deliberately acting against him. Maybe, Tenzin was right. They were playing into the hands of a worse enemy, but it was for their friend's life, the Avatar's wellbeing, and, subsequently, the fate of their country.

"Where would he go off to?" He wanted to know what the Airbender was up to. That bearded bastard was always contriving a scheme to stunt his power. It wouldn't happen this time.

"Did you ask Winona where he is?" He hadn't seen his nurse in an hour or so. The brief healing session had worked in numbing the pain he felt, but the ache was gradually returning to his wounds in full force.

"No, we couldn't find her either," the Bolin answered, "We don't know where they went."

"What do you want from him anyway? He doesn't have anything you can use," the Firebender stated finally recovering his reticence from the blow.

Mako was right. He had stripped Tenzin of any actual executive or legislative powers. In all honestly, all he wanted was the Airbender muzzled or under his control. He smirked I could go for a good groveling. He pushed a way his nefarious thought, "Since you're a young, inexperienced teenager with no political background, you can't fathom what is at risk here. Tenzin offers balanced council and, though stripped of his governmental power, he is one of the city's leaders and the steward of an ancient culture. He should know the information that is about to be shared."

"Right," the Firebender used all his power not to roll his eyes at him. The waterbender was obviously lying. Using the flowery speech of comradery and mutual interest in the longevity of Republic City to belie his actual wicked goal of manipulation. Mako remained quiet. He felt like a snake had been surreptitiously coiling its body around his limbs.

Tarrlok was happy that the teenager learned his lesson and held his tongue. He turned toward his lackey, "Saikhan, now we have quiet. Finish your report."

"Sir," he pulled his feet together at attention, "My most recent report from Captain Jao from the Upper East Side: The flames at the South Bend Apartment Complex have been extinguished. With the help and coordination from Councilman Tenzin, residents of the building were moved to the convention center at 5th avenue."

"Yes, the residents," Tarrlok brushed past quickly, "But what was left of the building? Anything found in the ash of the first apartment? Evidence? Documents?"

"Part of the structure remains intact, but nothing of value could be recovered. It was confirmed that the fire was started by gasoline spill. Everything was burned to a crisp and was destroyed. However, upon deeper inspection a tunnel was unearthed from apartment's floor where the fire began. It led to the adjacent building's basement, which we assume was their escape route. From the ruts in the earth, it looked like it was constructed by earthbending…"

Tarrlok laughed internally picturing his brother, the antithesis to everything bending, pleading for the Avatar to bend a tunnel to save their asses.

"…The Avatar's work no less," finished Saikhan, "We proceeded with your emergency protocol established prior to the apartment search and placed an all-points bulletin out for the Avatar and the man-in-question. Radio broadcasts calling for their immediate arrests have been playing for two hours now."

The bending brother's eyes widened, and they glanced at one another in confusion. Their friend must've had a good reason. There must be some reason.

"How do you know it was, Korra?" Mako asked quietly, unconvinced, "There are two million people in this city and a sixth of them can earthbend."

"We have reason beyond doubt that she is involved," Saikhan clarified vaguely.

"Reason isn't enough to condemn someone a traitor against the state. If it was her maybe she was being forced against her will."

It was time for the serpent to sink its fangs, "I told you before. Must I say it again? I saw her with my own eyes. She was there in that apartment aiding that man, Arata or Noatak as you are acquainted with him as. She is not who you believe her to be. Avatar Korra has been working with the Equalist plot from the beginning, to your ignorance."

Bolin and Mako were silent unsure of what to believe. They wanted to go find the truth for themselves. They wanted to find their friend. Ask her the truth.

Saikhan cleared his throat, pulling attention back to him, "Sir, Sergeant Wong conducted an intensive background check on Arata, the owner of the South Bend Complex on the property reports as you previously requested as well as cross referenced all available records for the name Noatak."

"And?"

"We found some information of interest."

-0-

He opened the door slowly to a cloud of smoke and a small army of people that awaited his presence. No one said a word. He felt like he was trying to miss landmines walking over to his desk from the incredulous stares he was receiving, but he didn't waver. He didn't even acknowledge the congregation of people, and simply sat down at his desk reviewing the paperwork that sat on top it. As if it were an ordinary day and not the eagerly anticipated moment that his organization and the culmination of twenty years of his effort would be finally brought to fruition.

Sato bit down hard on the cigar he was smoking visibly irritated from the mask man's indifferent entrance. A silent rage boiled beneath his skin and the scientist leaned forward from his seated position on the couch trying to channel his anger. He was sitting next to two lower ranking Equalist Officials, each in charge of their respective divisions of air force and heavy mech. The third Equalist commander, in charge of the infantry, was standing across from the seated group next to his assistant.

In the beginning Amon was a different man: focused, overwhelmingly charismatic, and passionate. One simply could not remain unmoved by his poetic rhetoric or the magnetic draw to his brilliant mind, but gradually things changed.

It was difficult to notice at first, but it was when the Avatar first arrived in the city that the Future Industries CEO noticed the subtle imbalance in his leader's attention. It was very minor at the start, and Sato had written it off as merely the clouding caused by enthusiasm to advance onto the next phase of his plans, but then it started to manifest in disappearances and lapses in the masked man's character. Amon become more of a figurehead then the real, blood-thumbing leader he was. Less and less he appeared in person, delegating orders that he would normally handle to his subordinates.

"Lieutenant, update status," the Equalist Leader said curtly, not looking up from the paper he was reading.

The lieutenant stood next to his desk and watched his boss intently. All wanted to ask where he had been, but all knew that wasn't an option. Sato was sitting next to two lower ranking Equalist Officials, each in charge of their respective divisions of air force and heavy mech. The third Equalist commander, in charge of the infantry, was standing across from the seated group next to his assistant.

His second in command cleared his throat awkwardly, "Sir," he bowed, "Martial law was called into action last night by executive order of Councilman Tarrlok. Subsequently, he searched and raided an Apartment Complex in South Bend."

Amon dropped his papers, "Hmm, troubling," he stated plainly.

"Hundreds of nonbenders were forcibly removed from their homes. Strip searched, detained without cause, or sent to deportation if found without papers. Straight from our informants."

There was a pause. The room was unbearably tense as he had suspected it to be.

"Some of our men were seized from that group. The Identification numbers of these soldiers," he handed Amon the paper with the list. He glanced at it cursorily and placed it on top of the stack of paper, "But someone attacked the task force- Saikhan and Tarrlok were in the fray. The building was burned down."

"One of our own did this?" He played dumb. The bloodbender watched Sato move his weight in his seat. He could tell the portly inventor was itching to say something, yet he maintained his silence.

"We're unsure… of who exactly executed the attack…" his Lieutenant was somewhat dumbfounded that his boss didn't know, "Haven't you heard the radio broadcasts?"

-0-

He pulled out a manilla covered envelop from his bag, "On the name Noatak, we couldn't find much of anything. It's most likely a cover. It isn't a popular name though. There are about scarcely twenty or so residents in city with that name via the census, but nothing of note. However, based on the Northern Watertribe origin of the name, we did contact the Northern Watertirbe for logs of recent naval brigades in the area and are still waiting on the information to be wired."

The watertribe councilor nodded, but he knew it was no cover. He would contact Unalaq to curb that investigation. That could be handled by internal watertribe affairs. He did not need his connection to his brother to be unearthed. "And Arata?"

"He owns a couple other apartment complexes specifically for low income, nonbender families… I deployed squadrons to strip search those buildings for evidence. We are still waiting to hear back from them. There are two bank accounts under the name Arata: one at the Bank of the United Republic and one in the Grand Trust of Bei Sing Si. At first glance, nothing was out of the ordinary."

"Interesting," Tarrlok swore under his breath. There had to be more than that. Something he could use to dig the knife deeper under his brother's ribs. He already had the Avatar's sister, Auma, in safekeeping, unbeknownst to the young girl, but he needed something more to reach his brother's sticking place. He turned his head, "You said at first glance?"

"At first glance all cash flow was just simply perfunctory in nature: regular payments from his tenants; property tax; building repairs, and the like, but we found an interesting recurring deposit. An electronic encrypted wire from the F.N. Financial Group on Ember Island... a large trust holder of Future Industries."

"It was a front."

"Yes, F.N. Financial has been found to be a dummy corporation, with no real legitimacy. It's the independent agency where the Equalist allocate their massive amount of funds. They've been wiring money offshore to evade legal investigation and tax payment under the pretense of international trade investments via the guise of Future Industries. Millions have been funneled from Future Industries into that corp and distributed," Saikhan suddenly hesitated, "What's most troubling is that F.N. Financial has been found to have connections with the Red Monsoons."

Tarrlok smiled sadly. What irony he thought His brother was using the leftover nervous system of their own father's gang to pedal his embezzled money for him. But that could only be the tip of iceberg for his brother's crimes and twisted contradictions. Stealing millions from an International Automotive and Engineering giant... could his brother even be financing the opium and turf war between the gangs? Anything seemed possible. The waterbender was not surprised by his brother's corruption because Tarrlok saw himself in him.

He turned to the silent earthbender and firebender, "This is what you are going to do. Grab Miss Sato and meet me at city hall. Saikhan you're coming with me."

-0-

"Yes, I heard them," he stated irritably, "The equalists are blamed for the arson and attack. The Avatar and an unknown male are on the run," he summarized succinctly, "a very interesting headline, I must say."

Sato narrowed his eyes. The Infantry Commander, who refused to sit, shifted his weight from one foot to the other. His assistant looked just as anxious, "Sir, I think it best we mobilize our forces now and cut the lines, before the military is called in."

"Tarrlok won't do that, Commander Izumagi," Amon answered causally, "He rather die before releasing his control. There's nothing to instigate him to act in that manner."

"We must capitalize on this chaos! He is in the hospital with the other leaders deactivated. We don't even need to take out councilmembers. Saikhan has no choice but to wire General Iroh and the 3rd Brigade," the Heavy Mech Official, Hua "The Great Bear" Tsang, noted resolutely. The two Officials, Commander and assistant, the scientist, and the right-hand were all bemused at why the masked man was beating around the bush. It was an opportune time to act.

"What is the purpose of hesitating, premier?" the Air Force Official, Sergant Rasuna Kui, finally questioned, "This is what we have prepared for! For years behind your lead!"

"Do not question me. It is best we wait," the masked man intoned without further explanation. Noatak was only trying to waste time. He wanted to afford as much as a buffer to the White Lotus as he could garner. This was his act of contrition. Trying to keep the seal on pandora's box a bit longer. A few seconds of his life to lengthen those of others, but he had miscalculated. He had been too greedy to try to save everyone from his mistakes.

"I'm not hesitating anymore," Sato suddenly rose from his seat pulling out something from underneath his jacket. The cigar dropped from his mouth as his pointed an ominous looking handheld, contraption at the masked man. Its long, metallic barrel gleamed brightly from the electric blubs above.

"Sato sit down and point your silly invention at someone else. We have a serious work we have to do."

The inventor grit his teeth from his leader's dismissal. His eyes were open. This past decade working alongside him, all Sato was to the masked man was a prized cash cow. It was Amon's undoing when he had coldly cast away his daughter, kicking his beloved Asami over to those bending dogs.

"I suggest for your own good, Amon…" Noatak heard a click as the scientist pulled back a metal lever with the pad of his thumb, "or should I say Arata, before I shut it for you," and pulled the trigger, "Our deal is over."

-0-

Korra heard a loud bang and shouting from down the hall. She ran out of the guards' quarters to where the sound originated from… it was Amon's office. Other equalist were gathering at their leader's door. She needed to get inside, but she would have to risk breaking her cover.

-0-

White, hot, searing pain shot through his left shoulder and clavicle. Sensing his intent to kill, Noatak deftly bloodbent Hiroshi's hand a fraction to the right- just enough to miss the direct line to his heart, but the damage was still done. The launched projectile shattered his clavicle. Hot liquid quickly spurted from the entry wound. He covered it with his hand. Fuck he thought. The pain was almost unbearable.

He prevented the blood from moving out of the wound with his mind, but he was already losing focus. With his strange, handheld combustion device, Sato had severed his subclavian artery. He removed his palm to find it covered with bright red, atrial blood.

Though stopping the flow to the outside, he was rapidly losing large volumes of blood within his body. Despite his prowess as bloodbender, he could not simultaneously control the pressure of the blood to push outside the wound and guide it perfectly back through the damaged artery in prefect rhythm with his heart. Hypovolemic shock would follow. Then death.

Sato watched his leader in shock. He could not believe he had done it, yet not a drop of blood hit the ground from the lethal wound or saturated his gray tunic. Was Amon actually a God incarnate from the spirit world? Had he gone against the cosmic will of the world by succumbing to his personal woes? Sato wondered. How was he still standing? That blow should've killed him instantly.

The inventor couldn't contemplate his confusion and awe much longer as Commander Izumagi and the Lieutenant tackled Hiroshi to the ground kicking the firing weapon from his hand.

"You fucking bastard! You fucking lair!" Hiroshi shouted. The Lieutenant landed a heavy kick across the older man's face busting his nose and shattering his glasses against the tile floor. The scientist was knocked out cold.

Suddenly, a group of ten equalist burst through the door. Official Tsang and Kui bound forward from their seated position taking on Commander Izumagi and the Lieutenant.

"We're sorry about this brother," Kui disclosed as she striked with the force of panther-lion at Commander Izumagi. It was a coup.

Amon, losing feeling in his legs, stumbled back onto his desk sitting upon it. His vision was blurring. He could not tell if his mind was playing tricks on him. If he actually felt her tick. He breathed out slowly, if that was the last thing he would experience in this world, he would drown in it. He closed his eyes and was at peace.
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