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Summary: 
            It was over. And it was all her fault.
~*~*~
In which Tarrlok, upon kidnapping Korra, tries to adapt to his repressed desires and the world around him.

          







1. I

Author's Note:
      Please do not read any further if you are disturbed by themes of rape, power imbalance, sexual coercion, or age gaps. You've been warned.
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    Tarrlok paced back and forth in the snow. The cold, arid breeze rolling through the mountains nipped at him. Despite this, it wasn’t occupying a fraction of his thoughts. He needed to figure out what exactly to do with the Avatar now that she was in the cabin. His mind racked for any way out of the mess he’d gotten himself into. For now, he had thrown off Tenzin’s trail. Still, he had to act fast. He had noticed how his assistant had been acting odd around him, his change in demeanor worrying. He seemed more skittish than usual, hesitant to stay by his side ever since the Avatar had gone missing. Tarrlok was almost certain he knew what he had done; or at the very least, was suspicious of him. 

Earlier that day Tarrlok could easily sense an accelerated heart rate, sweating of palms, and anxiety in him when he’d asked his assistant if he wanted to take the next couple of days off. His assistant readily agreed, throwing his coat on and scampering out of his office. Hopefully that would help, for a few days. He doubted it would last him long but he had learned as a child how to stall, how to scramble for survival. The pit in his stomach was all too familiar, a gnawing feeling he hadn’t felt since his father was alive. Tarrlok rubbed his temples, his breath coming out in misty puffs. Spirits. What did he do next?

One course of action (one he dreaded) was to kill the Avatar. She was well aware of his identity. He knew that blocking her chi and blood bending her would only work for so long. It would only take one small mistake for her to get free and ruin everything for him. It seemed the simplest solution to his problems. He paused in his pacing, a chill more frigid than the mountain air around him settling in his abdomen. 

He couldn’t bring himself to do that. He had been a soft child, never  liking  bloodbending (even now he hated the sensation, though he had thought once or twice about being inside the Avatar’s body and controlling her; a thought he banished to the back of his mind whenever it came to him). A more perverse side of himself may have once relished in the power he held over her, finally having her stubborn and pig-headed ways under his dominion. Yet he knew it was foolish to act as though  he  was in control of this situation. He was about as in control of what was happening as a Satomobile when the brakes were cut. 

Despite how little control he had over the situation, he couldn’t help the small, disgusting part of himself that greatly enjoyed how helpless she had looked when he first contorted her body. The part of himself that had wanted to leer at her when she had come to the gala in the pretty water-tribe dress, the part of him that had so badly wanted the girl to fall in line and do as he said, the part of him that wanted to squeeze her tits and force his tongue down her throat if she had said  yes. 

He couldn’t deny that when he’d bound her when she was knocked out, his hands had wandered ever so slightly around her wrists and hands. They’d been soft yet firm, the faint marks of soon-to-be callouses tracing her knuckles and fingers. She looked peaceful, sweet, even, unconscious like that. He couldn’t help himself and cupped her face, thumb tracing over her lips. The part of himself he never liked acknowledging had wanted to kiss her, feel her lips against his while she couldn’t fight back and didn’t know what was happening. Slip his hand under her shirt and tweak her nipples, force his other hand down her pants and feel how  soft  she was. He forced himself to pull back and she groggily stirred awake just moments later. Spirits know she would have burnt his face off if she’d woken up to him touching her. 

Seeing her writhing form in the box when he’d first set her inside, feeling the tightening of her strong, taut muscles bracing ever so slightly for the moment he’d let go of his hold on her… He knew he had to forcefully remove himself. The nights he spent at home, he indulged in the fantasies he had about the Avatar, always having a wave of self loathing when he finished and the evidence of his white, wet shame contrasted against his dark skin. He felt disgusting for thinking those thoughts, let alone almost acting on them. When he had first met her, he may have had an inkling that he could woo her, a proper courtship starting with the gifts he sent to her home. She was hard to win over, which he enjoyed. He always liked a challenge. Her indifference to him even when they worked together on his task force had made Tarrlok even more determined to keep her by his side. A bitter thought bubbled to the surface;  If she was hard to win over then, it’ll be just the challenge you need to try and get her to like you now.  

A grimace painted his features, brow furrowing as he kicked some snow. Now was not the time to wax poetic about his failed courtship. He had to think of any other way out of this situation. 

Tarrlok’s thoughts grasped at anything they could, a faint idea that had been bouncing around for a day or two coming to the forefront of his thoughts. It was a long shot. Would it be possible to remove some of the Avatar’s memories? To induce amnesia? Tarrlok wrung his hands, then fidgeted with one of his braids. Spirits, he wasn’t even sure that was possible. There was no telling what kind of damage he would do, especially since he had never been able to work around someone’s finer, more delicate muscles. Noatak had been the prodigious one, not him. If something went wrong, if the tenuous grasp he had on her suddenly shifted, he—he couldn’t handle that. No, he had to go with the only thing he could for now. Keep her tucked away in his cabin, wait for the tides to turn and take things as they came. He hated having no concrete plan, but he couldn’t act on the only other ideas he had. 

He cursed himself for not being as heartless as his father. Of all the things to inherit, it  had  to be his mother’s sense of compassion and his father’s ability to force people to submit. He wondered briefly what Noatak would do if he were in this situation. He didn’t let Noatak occupy his thoughts very often; whenever his brother snuck into his thoughts, he’d shake it off. But now, standing in the blistering cold of the mountains with snow piling up on his shoulders and head, the Avatar just a few feet below him, Tarrlok couldn’t stop pondering that train of thought. He brushed some snow off his shoulders, squinting into the distance and seeing the glow of Republic City. 

With a defeated sigh, Tarrlok slipped into the cabin. He could sense faintly that the Avatar was awake, not something he had been hoping for. She probably needed some water, though he was wary about letting her have anything she could throw back at him. So long as he kept a grasp on her, it would be okay, right? Regardless, his nerves jumbled at the insults he knew the Avatar would hurl at him, her angry disposition something he was  not  fond of encountering. Especially so late in the night when he was exhausted from a day of interrogations and deploying his own task force to locate her. 

He was grateful that, at the very least, Saikhan was giving him leeway Beifong never would have. A somewhat surprising development was Tenzin actually accompanied him with his task force that day, practically leading the charge against Equalists they happened to shake down. Tenzin had been softer than he usually was, their goal of finding Korra helping them stay on civil terms. No leads at the end of the day, Tenzin still with the task force well after the sun had set. Tarrlok slipped away, offering Tenzin to rest for the night since the task force could handle themselves. Tenzin had refused his offer, something that made Tarrlok feel a pang of guilt. 

He closed the door gently behind him, the warmth of the upper level of the cabin doing little to soothe him. He grasped the waterskin on his hip for comfort. The Avatar’s breathing and heartbeat was accelerated; something he was a bit surprised by. There wasn’t much to do in the box, perhaps she was punching the walls again? Tarrlok stepped carefully on the wooden floors so they wouldn’t creak, gently opening the door to the basement without so much as a peep. 

Tarrlok’s curiosity piqued when he heard faint, quick breaths coming from the box. They were hushed, not the angry, loud grunts he had been bracing for. It was odd, the cadence of her breathing almost sounded like she was—

 With a stark realization, Tarrlok’s face flushed. 

Tarrlok backed up against the door, fumbling for the knob, knowing he shouldn’t be in the room while she was doing something so intimate. He was far too aware of how exactly she was touching herself, the way she’d inserted one finger inside because two would have been too much. He knew too much about the way her chest heaved and her buttocks gleamed with faint traces of sweat, pants pooled around her ankles. A sick wave of nausea overcame him when his hand found the doorknob. He couldn’t bring himself to leave. The way her back was arching, mouth slightly agape, trembling hand exploring herself, turned his grip on the doorknob flaccid. His hand grew limp (abject shame when he realized a certain part of himself wasn’t). His trembling hands hung by his side, listening to the Avatar’s faint, soft moans. 

That gnawing dread had faded, replaced with a burning want. His cock had hardened, his trousers tenting in a painfully obvious way. His breath hitched when he tried to adjust himself. It backfired horribly when he stiffened even more. His hand, hovering on his clothed erection, began stroking himself ever so slightly. The Avatar’s breathy pants and sweet sighs were too perfect; he could feel her nipples harden, her tight cunt squeezing and contracting around herself. Tarrlok knew so intimately how tight she was, how she could barely fit one finger inside and how she was moving slowly but deliberately because she was so sensitive. 

Tarrlok hadn’t realized he was touching himself until his hand grasped his shaft. He started to pull his heavy cock out of his trousers. The innocuous rustle of fabric around his hips made him pause. Hesitantly, he shimmied his trousers down just enough for the cool air of the basement to wash over his sensitive cock. He wondered what she was thinking about; who she was imagining touching her. Perhaps the firebender he often saw her with, or Miss Sato. A bite of jealousy nipped at him. His hand slowly but surely began pumping his cock, hot to the touch. Precum leaked at his slit, sensitivity to the cold of the room sending shivers down his spine. 

As long as she didn’t know, it couldn’t hurt, right?

He didn’t bother to answer his own question as his hand slowly but surely stroked himself. He wasn’t touching her, so it wasn’t like he was  hurting  her. The feeling of guilt dissipated the more he fell into the rhythm Korra had. Her breaths came in short, hushed bursts, as did his. He was much quieter than he’d normally be, biting back moan after moan as he fantasized about what it would be like if she  did  reciprocate. In his fantasies, she’d always be a tease, either playfully rejecting him or pretending she wasn’t interested at all before she’d saddle herself on his lap, working her toned legs around his hips, strong arms around his chest. She’d hesitate (it’d be her first time) and then she’d let him take the lead. It always ended with her finally submitting to him, letting him take her whether it was against his desk, bed, or the meeting room he’d often see her in before raids. He enjoyed thinking of her wearing his uniform; a sign she was giving in to him and his demands, a reminder of the power he had once held over her. 

But the idea of bedding her after the gala or when she confronted him in his office overtook him more often than not. Especially the former, her wearing that cute dress in a majority of his lustful thoughts. It wasn’t like it was his fault, anyways. What had Tenzin thought, letting her walk around like that in a dress that highlighted her tits so perfectly? And not to mention her day clothes, perfectly tailored to accentuate her natural curves. The outfit she wore most often made it damn near impossible  not  to ogle her. 

His breath hitched faintly at the thought of her breasts. They were often the focus of said fantasies, tits like hers being difficult to leave out. He closed his eyes, sensed her form in the box. He imagined it was a similar sensation metalbenders had when feeling through the earth. He couldn’t see her directly, given the box (thankfully) obscured him from her view. However the sensations she was experiencing, the way she moved,  everything  pertaining to her body’s behavior was incredibly vivid. He bit back a sharp groan as his hand seized the head of his cock, feeling the young Avatar contracting around herself. 

Their pauses synced. Then, the Avatar continued, wobbly-legged and no doubt just barely holding on with pleasure threading through her. Tarrlok couldn’t imagine she had done this before, given the way she was treading so carefully. This might even be her first time bringing herself to orgasm, a thought that aroused him to no end. To be here, in her presence, feeling every nerve and pinprick on her skin as the Avatar came for the first time in her short life. The pleasure of knowing he was partly responsible for this and he had her at his complete mercy if he chose to make an advance—

A loud, breathy moan escaped him before he could stop it. He came. Pure mortifying shame and shock came seconds later when he realized his error. Korra had stopped masturbating. No doubt she had heard him. 

“What the fuck?” Her hushed, angry voice broke the silence. Tarrlok didn't know if staying quiet with his still-hard cock in his hands was a good idea. But there was no way he was going to speak. 

He lamented every semblance of pleasure leaving her, the rustle of pants coming back on and a shirt being pulled over her head. It was over. He’d ruined it. He’d never know what she sounded like as she came, as she lost herself in pure bliss and he'd never be there for her first sexual experience, by her side and encouraging her even if she didn’t know it. 

He was still hard, and knowing himself, he knew he had enough stamina to go a few more rounds. Thoughts began creeping in, perverted and depraved and despite himself he wanted so badly to give in to those desires. But no—no, he couldn’t. Though his cock burned with desire and twitched from much needed attention, and the thought of the Avatar being at his sexual mercy was incredibly alluring, Tarrlok couldn’t. She was just a girl. Barely old enough to be the woman he wanted; certainly not experienced enough to do what he was thinking about.

And yet, he couldn’t shake the urge. 

“How long have you been standing there?!” Korra’s angry yell resounded in the small basement as she pounded on the rusted metal wall before her. “You creep, when I get my hands on you, I’ll tear you apart!”

He reeled back, ashamedly pulling his pants back up, wiping his discharge on the fabric as he did so. He felt pathetic, retreating with his tail between his legs, but he didn’t feel keen to stick around as Korra screamed in disgust and rage.  You brought this on yourself  , he scolded himself silently.  She wouldn’t be yelling at you for being a pervert if you bothered to act like you weren’t one.  She was absolutely right about him. He was a disgusting creep, peeping in on her when she was so vulnerable and fantasizing about taking advantage of her. Self pity overtook him, finally clearing his head and softening his erection. 

Korra’s caustic remarks faded as he left the basement, back leaning against the door leading into the basement. The din of metallic thuds disappeared when he left the cabin altogether. His satomobile waited for him, the snowfall less severe than before. The chill of the mountain rested squarely on his shoulders. Even as he entered the vehicle and turned the heat on, car rumbling to life and shakily trodding down the icy path leading to Republic City, it never left him. 

~*~*~

It had been a month and a half since he had kidnapped Korra. 

Tarrlok should consider himself lucky he had gotten away with it this long. Reporters swarmed City Hall at all hours, even in the dead of night, to catch a statement from any of the members of council about the Avatar’s disappearance. No leads, thankfully, as he headed the investigation into her kidnapping. His assistant had left his side not long after the second week she had been missing, not that he had anything to do with it. He just so happened to offer a nice sum of money to the man before he left the city, citing his resignation as a family related emergency. Tarrlok gave him a glowing recommendation for whatever work he needed to find outside of the city limits. 

Tenzin looked worse for wear, the stress of Korra’s disappearance leaving him gaunt, eyes darker than normal and cheeks hollow. Tenzin’s gradual shift in determination to utter hopelessness was arguably one of the most difficult things for him to stomach. He didn’t get along with Tenzin, but knowing how close he was to Korra made it hard to look him in the eyes and assure him that his task force were doing their best to get Korra back. The press had been horrible to deal with as well, interrupting important task force meetings for the latest information. As far as everyone else was concerned, he was working tirelessly to locate the Avatar and bring Amon to justice for kidnapping the girl. 

Whenever he got the chance, during the night, he’d take an unmarked vehicle he had parked a few blocks away and drive it out of the city to visit Korra. There, he’d force her to sit still while he made her swallow water and eat food. He’d learned within the first few days that she, more often than not, was refusing to eat what he provided her just to spite him. It frustrated him to no end, though he was somehow able to keep his composure when she made inflammatory remarks. Not that he could really blame her, given the horrible situation she was in. At the same time, he wished she could understand how difficult this was for him to deal with. Constantly keeping the prying eyes of law enforcement, the press, and every person in Republic City off him and on Amon was a tremendous task. If she could appreciate what he was doing to keep the city safe in the first place, maybe they wouldn’t be in this mess. 

The whole city had been whipped up into a terrified frenzy, an uneasy and anxiety-inducing atmosphere nestling itself firmly into the residents. Benders were cautioned against going out at night, even in groups. The Equalists themselves had made very few moves since Korra had been kidnapped, something that both soothed and worried him. Monthly raids had increased to a few times a week, with little luck finding any trace of Equalists. Most tips and insider information turned up dead ends. It seemed as though the entire movement had fallen off the face of the earth the same time Korra did. He had no doubt Amon was meticulously planning his next move.

However, despite the worries of Equalist forces striking again and kidnapping other members of council, Tarrlok had been looked at with sympathy and admiration, even in a begrudging way from Tenzin. For his efforts in locating Korra, there were very few people who outwardly opposed his practices and policies, even his most fervent detractors and Equalist sympathizers had given him a break. It was something that gave him pleasant satisfaction. Praise and sympathy showered him on a daily basis. He felt he had finally got the recognition he’d deserved, for keeping the city safe. 

Tarrlok mused over the changing political landscape of the city all thanks to his hard work as he brushed his hair. The sun was just starting to peek at the city, lavender skies giving way to bluer tones. It was a beautiful morning. Despite winter being well on its way, the faint chips of birds echoed throughout the sleeping neighborhood. The councilman continued brushing his hair as he wandered over to the vanity near his bed. He glanced at his reflection in the mirror. 

His hand holding the hairbrush trembled. 

Making a quick breakfast for himself after showering, Tarrlok read over the paper for that morning. As usual, the Avatar’s disappearance dominated headlines. As his eyes scanned the page, he abruptly choked on the rice he was eating. 

Korra’s parents, Chieftain Unalaq, and Grand Lotus Katara would be arriving in three days. 

His eyes drew a blank at the words; surely this had to be untrue. He knew he would have gotten word of this well before it had been printed, as most things regarding Korra’s disappearance had. Her parents?  Katara?  How hadn’t that reached him?! It had to be a mistake, a printing error or rumor that got published carelessly. Spirits know what kind of drivel ends up in the papers, baseless claims and sensational headlines embellishing the truth more than they told fact. 

His eyes combed the page, knowing this idea was far less likely than the alternative. He’d made sure to change his paper subscription ages ago, going with the most factual paper in the city. It was one of the only reputable sources in the city. Knowing the publication it was published in, perhaps the one trustworthy paper this side of Yue Bay, made his heart drop. 

Shit. 

 Okay, you’re not screwed, he tried to convince himself.  If Tenzin couldn’t catch on to you, what’s the likelihood her… biological family would?  All right. That line of thinking was not helpful. Of course her family and the Grand Lotus would want answers. He just needed to keep a tempered pace, even tone, sympathetic look on his face and he’d be fine. His story was consistent; no glaring holes or things that had tripped him up beforehand. No one could dispute what he was saying was fact except Korra. 

But Katara was a bloodbender. Like him. 

Was it possible for other bloodbenders to immediately recognize each other? Like a sixth sense for extremely specific abilities? He hadn’t known any other bloodbenders in his adult life to be able to pinpoint the graveness of his situation. He had been able to tell in the way his brother used to bend. The cool, elegant movements he would make when seizing livestock, wild animals, and eventually Tarrlok himself. Maybe if he just didn’t bend around Katara, she wouldn’t be able to tell… No, that was an unhelpful thought. Adept as he was, his style of waterbending was far more direct than most, as knowing his opponents’ bodies was an easy way to sense what would throw them off balance. So as long as he kept his bending style as traditional and conventional as northern styles tended to be, he wouldn’t arouse suspicion. Yes, he uneasily convinced himself, though she may not agree with his politics, if everything else about him checks out and doesn’t arouse suspicion, that would be enough to assuage her. He would just be a northern prick she didn’t agree with; not a dangerous criminal who often fantasized about sexual encounters with the Avatar while she was tied up in his basement.

His stomach gurgled unpleasantly. 

Clouds had blanketed the sky in the short time he had read the paper. Tarrlok scarfed down the rest of his rice, vowing to practice the traditional northern style of waterbending at home and during his breaks. He forced himself to down two cups of Ginseng tea, stomach lurching, and made his way to City Hall.
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    “So,” Tarrlok said nonchalantly, “Your mother and the Avatar’s family are coming to the city soon.” 

Tenzin was picking at his food, a lack of investment in what Pema had prepared for him. It was a lovely array of vegetarian noodles he often saw Tenzin come with, along with some sweet potato dumplings glazed with honey. Though Tarrlok had never been a  bad  cook by any means, the thought of having a nice, homemade meal from someone who loved him was something he envied greatly. He fought back a scowl, watching Tenzin barely poke and prod at such a thoughtful gesture from his wife. His  family.  The aroma of lavender tea led to a small cup by his side. 

“Yes,” Tenzin responded solemnly, snapping Tarrlok out of his resentment. “She called me a week ago and said she was planning on coming to Republic City as soon as she could. Travel routes to the Southern Water Tribe have been disrupted for the past few weeks due to everything going on.” 

He spoke softly, dispassionate and barely present. Tarrlok may have once enjoyed the sight (and the small part of himself he hated  did) but seeing him so defeated after losing a girl that was like a daughter to him was difficult to stomach. Even when it was someone he loathed as much as Tenzin. 

“I see,” Tarrlok’s lips pursed. He pulled the chair at the small table out, sitting down. Tenzin looked taken aback by the action. “If you need any help with finding them a place to stay, I can more than afford to have them in hotels during their visit. I know your wife’s pregnancy and watching after your children is stressful enough. So, if I can help this way, I’d be happy to.”

“Tarrlok, that’s a very kind offer, but—”

“No but’s, Tenzin. I know we’ve had our differences. But you need this. A bit less stress on your plate is necessary.”

Tenzin hesitated a moment before he nodded gratefully, and Tarrlok gave a small, genuine smile in response. This play, though innocuous, did serve more than one purpose. Of course staying in Tenzin’s good graces had been paramount to keeping suspicion off of him, but opening his doors to Korra’s family and Katara would keep them close to him. Being as hospitable as a northern man should be would endear him to them, and in the case of Katara, it’d be easier for him to work his charm on her. He’d won over many stubborn women before through courting and political means, and though Katara would be a challenge, if he could convince her he was above suspicion, he would be free. Being as agreeable, hospitable, and kind as he could be was the script for now. 

“Thank you, Tarrlok. I’m grateful to have you on my side, despite our disagreements.”

“But of course. I’m glad I could be of help to you.”

After working out the logistics of where Korra’s family and Katara would be staying, Tarrlok feigned surprise at the time and commented on the paperwork he had to finish. He offered a comforting hand on Tenzin’s shoulder, and stood up. The moment he turned his back, his smile faded. He returned to his office, door closing behind him with a faint  click. His heart hammered in his chest, faintly aware of his own footsteps before collapsing in his chair. He needed a moment to breathe. 

He glanced out the window at the mountains in the distance. The Avatar was probably hungry, right about now. 

Pushing that thought aside, Tarrlok took to practicing his northern forms rigorously, somewhat bitter he didn’t have any water to practice with. His wall had been torn out the night Korra had confronted him and though earthbenders were able to easily put the wall back together, it would take a few more weeks until they could replace the mechanisms keeping the water flowing. Regardless, his hands moved elegantly, stance ebbing and flowing as he trained. 

It had been a long time since he had practiced like this. As a boy, he hadn’t had the chance to be formally trained with the northern style of bending. His father’s instructions had kept him from learning until his teen years; up until that point, his bending style was a mix of earth, fire, and southern water styles that his father had picked up from his many travels. After Noatak had disappeared, Yakone hadn’t cared about the specific stances Tarrlok practiced with, and under his father’s careless eye, his mother taught what little she knew. He remembered the odd sensation of healing as his mother encouraged him, cutting open a small part of her finger. 

She was ecstatic when he got it on his first try, despite never knowing anything about healing. His mother had taken him in her arms, burying her face in his neck, the faint tickle of her hair brushing against his face. She smelled like a hearth, and peppered kisses on his cheeks. She had been  so  proud of him. His mother insisted they show Yakone. At dinner that night, when his father looked up from his meal to see his pathetic son heal a nick the size of a hair on her thumb, he blinked. He grumbled, abruptly returning to picking at his plate. 

His mother was crestfallen, and that night he had heard her and his father arguing. It was a small hut. Though his mother tried to keep her voice low, she couldn’t; not when his father was insulting his abilities, his potential! Couldn’t he see how talented Tarrlok was? How his gift needed to be nurtured? Their arguments ended as they always did. With Tarrlok watching as she pressed water against her swollen face, the purple bruises along her arms next to be healed. That didn’t stop her from buying out scrolls with all the northern style forms the next week. She would watch her son with adoration as he practiced the forms over and over and over, pressing kiss after kiss onto his forehead as he learned them.

Over months, and eventually years, he realized that his style was growing more fluid, less aggressive. As he learned the northern styles, his mother would go on hunting trips with him. His mother hated the solitude that came when her husband and son were gone, and a year or so after Noatak’s disappearance, Yakone would tell his son to go by himself. His mother, fearing losing her only child, accompanied him on these trips.

 Tarrlok treasured this time with his mother away from Yakone. She was rather adept at hunting, far quicker than Yakone would be. After their first trip, she would bring the scrolls with her and try to practice the forms her son was mastering. For hours on end, they would practice together, Tarrlok occasionally instructing her on her stance and his mother thanking him. After a long day of hunting, practice, and watching the sun nestle itself into distant slopes of ice, his mother would watch the tundra. She would sit out all night, staring across the landscape as if hoping her lost son would reemerge from the wastes. He would often wake up to his mother sitting where he had left her the night before, a tired smile gracing her face when she saw him awake. 

Trip after trip, as he turned from an adolescent into an adult, Tarrlok would happily watch his mother progress in her practice during the day. At night, they would create kaleidoscopes of ice to look at the sky with. They would lay on their backs in the snow, talking about what to hunt the following day, the latest village gossip, what she would make for breakfast the next morning. The spirits would dance in the sky, vivid greens and lavenders painting him and his mother in their light. 

 Do you think…  his mother trailed off, watching the stars twinkling faintly.  Do you think Noatak sees us? 

Now a young adult, he glanced at his mother’s aging face, her resigned eyes. 

 I don’t know. He responded truthfully, handing the kaleidoscope to her. Her gloved hands held it tightly to her chest, staring at the sky for what it was. She sat up, looked at her son. In that moment, he saw his future, his past, what he would be and what he had yet to become. Her eyes were pleading with him, a sadness ever present and pouring out of her and into him. The life she never had, the life his father had forced him into, the life Noatak would have wanted.

His mother embraced him tightly. 

Someday,  His mother said while staring at the spirits,  You will leave this place and make your mark on the world. I’m sure of it.  

A faint  knock on Tarrlok’s door stopped him. The memories of his youth slipped away as he called for the person to come in. Councilwoman Fuyuko, representative of the Fire Nation, was asking for his approval on her taking a day off. He nodded quickly, eyes misting over once the woman left. Snow had drifted to the ground in however long he had been practicing his forms, leaving a frigid, nostalgic glow to the city. The sun had long set, winter night firmly taking the city in its grip. He dreaded the thought of having to go back to the cabin and see the consequences of his actions, but he had made his choice. There was no turning back now. 

Throwing his winter coat on, ignoring the dozens of reporters outside City Hall and walking briskly to his home, Tarrlok pondered the forms he had practiced. He hadn’t thought about his mother practicing with him in quite some time. The look she had given him burned into his memory. He sniffled. It was cold out tonight. The warmth that met him as he entered his home didn’t stop his runny nose, for some reason. 

Quickly putting together leftovers he had in a small container and slinging a waterskin over his shoulder, Tarrlok uneasily waited around his house. The snow was coming down in droves, smothering the streets and ensuring everyone would be in their homes. After peeking out his windows, making sure there were no reporters or any other press outside his home, Tarrlok snuck out of his home and made his way to the unmarked car he had been using to visit Korra. 

His thoughts raced as he drove through the unplowed and slick streets. It had been a few days since Korra had been fed. As morbid as it sounded, he was getting used to the routine they were falling into. He still wished the girl would eat on her own so he wouldn’t have to force her. It wasn’t something he liked doing. With a flick of his wrist he was able to move the snow out of his way, another flick and it returned to its undisturbed state. His eyes flitted to the corner of his vision, always imagining some passerby or reporter seeing him driving in the dead of night. The idea was preposterous, as he’d made sure he hadn’t sensed anyone around. Tarrlok was thankful for the tinted windows the car had, constantly reminding himself it wasn’t likely  anyone  would be out in such horrible weather, anyways. He shook off the eerie feeling while he made his way up the snowy peaks of the mountain. 

The Satomobile rumbled to a stop. Tarrlok sat in the warmth of the car, a thick blanket of snow and the shrieks of wind muffling any sounds the Avatar may have been making. Sliding out of his seat, Tarrlok looked around wearily. For a moment he could have sworn he sensed something’s heartbeat. The crunch of snow alerted him and taking his bloodbending stance, Tarrlok prepared for the worst. His own heart hammered in his chest, looking around wide-eyed and petrified before—

A deer-goat popped out from behind one of the snowy caps, slipping on the snow rather inelegantly. He blinked. 

False alarm. He dropped his stance, rubbing his eyes ruefully. Spirits. His paranoia was getting to him. That, or his lack of proper sleep in the past month and a half. Probably both. 

Grabbing the container of food, Tarrlok finally made his way inside the cabin. The howling wind outside died down as he stepped further inside, sensing the Avatar in a deep sleep. Her reaction to waking up cold and alone was hard for him to deal with, as he hesitated at the door to the basement. Swallowing shallowly, he sighed.  Better to get it over with, he decided. 

The door to the basement creaked open noisily; he preferred this so she would know when he was there after the… incident. It was a courtesy he had deprived her of for quite some time, so he figured it was the least he could do to make it less uncomfortable for her. He could sense her slightly stirring in her sleep, a hypnagogic haze leaving her slowly. With a faint flick of his hand, she jolted awake. He opened the door of her prison,  fist closing so she wouldn’t run or try to attack him like she had many times. Her face stayed deceptively neutral, betraying her body’s adamant resistance to the hold he had on her muscles. Groans that were hardly perceptible escaped her throat. Tarrlok felt nauseous at the sight. 

“Look,” He sighed. “If you would eat on your own, I wouldn’t have to do this.”

He could feel her facial muscles want to contort into a scowl. Tarrlok’s gaze fell to the concrete floor before he exhaled. He tossed the food into the box next to her, closed the door to her prison gently, and finally unclenched his fist. He heard a sharp, shuddering gasp leave Korra’s mouth, and as she fought to catch her breath, he spoke. 

“Eat. Don’t try anything funny.”

Her lips furled into an angry lour.

“Like I’ll listen to you.”

“Just do it. I don’t like this any more than you do.”

“You want me to think that you’ve had my friends in jail, dragged everyone in Republic City on a wild goose-turkey chase, and blamed Amon for everything because you  don’t  actually like jerking off to the teenage girl you kidnapped. ”

His face grew hot. She was just trying to get a rise out of him. He stayed quiet, fist clenching.

“No arguing. I guess I’m right after all.”

Tarrlok grit his teeth. His temper was building but having an outburst was what she wanted, and it would only reinforce her perception of him as a monster. More than anything, he wished she would understand that he was just as scared as her. He was terrified and scrambling for any way out. The walls were closing in on him. Katara and Korra’s family would be there in three days, he was running out of time and excuses, losing his scapegoat as the Equalist movement had disappeared seemingly overnight, and whatever he could use to deflect blame and save himself was rapidly diminishing. He could hardly keep himself from attempting to run every time Tenzin came to his office to “have a private conversation”.

The Councilman counted to ten in his head. She couldn’t know any of that. It’d only encourage her plans of escape and make her more defiant. Breaking her down was the only way to keep himself sane. He was fueled by his anger at the girl’s impenetrability even after over a month and a half in captivity.

“Tenzin hasn’t gotten any closer to finding you, you know,” He said with the nonchalance of what he should have for breakfast. “Of course Tenzin isn’t the sharpest tool in the shed, but it is impressive how easily he bought the lie from someone he dislikes as much as me.”

Tarrlok could feel Korra’s pulse racing at his jab. 

“Beifong hasn’t offered much help either,” He leaned his back against the door of the box. “Sure, she tried to go about it her own way but nothing came of it. Interestingly enough, Equalists haven’t been spotted since you went missing. Funny how they stopped terrorizing the city the moment you disappeared.”

Tarrlok could feel her blood run hot, face scowling. 

“Why should I believe anything you say? My friends and family are all looking for me! They’ll find out what you’ve done! Your days are numbered!”

Her words prickled at him. He exhaled quietly, knowing he hit a nerve. The thought that the world was better off without her was clearly an insecurity she hadn’t come to grips with since she had no clever retorts.  He was reminded of her crestfallen expression when Beifong had just been ousted from her position. Her lip was quivering in the same pout she had back then. The image was something he sighed fondly over. She was cute when she looked like that. Edged on by her dejected expression in his mind, he knew his insistence would upset her.

“Your family actually visited a little while ago,” He steeled himself, preparing for her to interject but she stayed oddly quiet. This gave him more confidence and a smirk formed on his face. “They went back to the south after search efforts didn’t turn up anything. They took your dog back, too. Something about southern customs and having a ‘proper send-off’.”

“You’re lying,” She snarled angrily. “They wouldn’t do that!”

Her heart fluttered at his words. Despite her conviction in her words, he could easily sense the unease and doubt radiating off of her. Since coming to Republic City, it was clear Korra’s views of the world had been thrown into question. It was likely the only thing she still had faith in was her family. She wouldn’t turn her back on them for anything. Tarrlok was reminded of the night Noatak wanted to run away. His love for his family was something that had become disillusioned at a young age. A bite of envy gripped him.

“I guess it’s only statistically likely they’d give up,” He chimed. He took a bit of pleasure in the way Korra’s palms started to sweat, brow furrowing and her cute pout still prominent. Tarrlok balked when he realized in a slight panic he was hardening. He cleared his throat, adjusting himself. “After all, most missing people found alive are only discovered within the first day of a disappearance. Even the White Lotus can’t figure it out. And of course, Katara was too sickly to come. She seems devastated by it all.”

“Shut up! You’re lying!”

He could feel her cover her ears and sink to her knees. Tarrlok couldn’t help the swell of pride that came with it—or the ever hardening erection he was trying to force away. 

“You can believe whatever you want,” He drawled, trying to soften his cock. “It is surprising your family was so ready to accept it, but I believe the White Lotus had prepared them for a situation like this years ago. Having a child with such a troublesome track record couldn’t have helped either.”

“Shut—Shut—”

“You think you aren’t a burden to them? You robbed them of a normal life, forced them to watch your every move and worry endlessly when you came to this city. Every moment of their lives has revolved around  you  and sacrificing whatever they can for you.” He interrupted. “Who knows? Maybe they can have a normal child once they finish grieving, and Tenzin can go back to parenting his real children. Your friends can live their normal lives. If it weren’t for you, they wouldn’t be in this mess.”

Korra had stopped hurling insults at him. He knew she could hear him despite having her hands over her ears. It was obvious with the way sweat formed on the back of her neck, the way she was fighting back tears and taking deep breaths. He groaned quietly, cursing himself as he’d grown even harder. His own breathing had picked up pace at her desperation and terror, for reasons he knew she would hate. 

“Lots of people may be looking for you, Korra. There may be hundreds of thousands of people in every corner in every nation, but they are wasting their time. Everyone expects the worst. Your parents are mourning you. Tenzin is clueless. The White Lotus are already working on searching the Earth Kingdom for the new Avatar. Even if your little friends weren’t imprisoned, what can the daughter of a disgraced Equalist conspirator and two street rats do? How could they  ever  learn what happened? I am the only person who knows what happened to you. ” He paused as Korra sniffled. Tarrlok exacerbated her nerves as he pushed further, internally groaning at how stiff he felt. “So, when I tell you to eat, you will  eat.”

Korra fell silent. She didn’t say anything. Her muscles were rigid, heart pulsing at a speed he hadn't yet felt from her. Adrenaline coursed through her, silent sobs wracking her chest. Her hands clutched her arms, hugging herself as tightly as she could. Fat tears lumped together at her eyes, spilling over her cheeks—a soft  patter on the floor as they dribbled off her chin. He waited in the eerie quiet of the basement, his breaths growing heavy as he sensed her picking up the food. The soft sounds of chewing finally broke the air. A slimy, arrogant grin adorned his features. 

He grew even harder at the fact he had forced her to submit, gotten her to give him a small bit of control back of her own will. The Avatar, completely at his mercy, unable to fight with her fists or words as he made her do what he wanted. It was an immense triumph that overwhelmed him when she came to his gala, joined his task force, and now, it was more potent than the previous instances; her tears, her utter dejection and the hopelessness he had instilled in her. Though the metal of the cage obscured her from his direct sight, her body’s reaction was more than enough to make his cock hot and in need of attention. 

Tarrlok glanced down when he realized just how hard he was. Despite himself, he was comically erect. This  was  his victory, he decided. A reward was in order. Breath hitching in his throat, Tarrlok hurried himself up the stairs and out the door of the cabin. Letting out an almost pained groan, he lowered his pants just enough for his cock to receive some much needed relief. The cold air of the night didn’t deter him in the slightest; if anything, it made the heat of his cock burn hotter. He grasped his shaft, letting out a desperate, yearning moan. 

“Korra,” He murmured to himself. “Oh, Korra.”

His hand jerked erratically at the thoughts of what he wanted to do to the all-powerful, suffering Avatar. Pinning her underneath him, hips grinding against her wonderful, tight abdomen. Her toned, muscular arms wrapped around him heatedly, already wet for him and forcing his hand down her pants to feel how much she wanted him. The way she’d rip his clothes off and he’d do the same to her, her arousal leaking out onto the ground. Her want, her need to have him inside her and utter submittal to him as he kissed her, loved her, held her, fucked her. Images in his mind flashed of Korra on her knees, stomach, back, tied up, gagged, restrained and offering herself to him. The noises she’d make, her hips rocking under him as he pounded her tight fucking cunt, her beautiful sweat soaked body glowing in the dim light of the basement. Her coming far too quickly, her lack of stamina plaguing her as she begged for him to stop, him ignoring her as her body was pushed to its limit as she came over and over and over and  over—

Korra, a  God, the entirety of the world in the body of a young woman, finally relinquished to him, accepting and silent because she knew  he  was more than she could ever be. 

He moaned raggedly, cum lathering his hand as he finished. His heart battered his ribs, lungs begging for air and his still hard cock begging for  Korra. Tarrlok ran his dry hand through his hair, gulping down the freezing mountain air as his thoughts raced. He needed her. He needed to fuck her senseless, he needed to show her how good he could be to her, that the life she had wasn’t worth all the pain she felt. She was too precious, too perfect to slip away from him. Tarrlok was reminded of the way his mother looked when watching the barren tundra for Noatak. The aching yearning she had as she watched her son practice the northern forms. 

The life he never had, the life the spirits had forced them into, the life Korra would have wanted.

She was  his.  

He’d made up his mind, as he once again opened the cabin door and descended the basement stairs. Korra was sitting quietly, small sobs and hiccups still reaching his ears. She’d finished eating. His breathing grew ragged as his fingers, focusing on her crotch, twitched ever so slightly. A brief pause in her breathing alerted him to the efficacy of his movements. He moved his fingers in a languid circle, focusing blood flow to her groin once more. Korra gasped. He continued, putting more and more pressure on her cunt. The mounting pleasure pooling in the young girl’s abdomen was something that made his own cock grow hot again. He gingerly opened the door of her prison. Korra’s cheeks were stained with tears, face burning red as he continued mounting pressure in her lower body. 

A whine made its way out of her throat into the cold basement air. The noise nearly made his heart stop. Korra and him locked eyes, her chest heaving in panic. Tarrlok knelt gently in front of her, reaching his unoccupied hand out to brush the tears from her eyes. She didn’t put up a fight as he kissed her cheek, then her forehead, then her lips. They were shallow pecks, for now. He tentatively wrapped his arms around her in a hug. She didn’t reciprocate. Her body was trembling underneath him, her sobs becoming even graver though they weren’t as loud as before. He pulled away from her slowly, steadying her shuddering shoulders with his hands.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” He murmured, pressing his lips against her neck. “I’ll be gentle, Korra.”

Korra hiccuped in response. The girl hardly reacted as he continued his advances, pressing kiss after kiss against her neck and collarbone, working his way to her shoulders. His strong, warm hands were working at lowering her rigid posture, and the pressure on her clit was fogging her thoughts. Korra shivered when his hands held her waist firmly. 

“You’re cold,” Tarrlok said. “Why don’t you let me warm you up?”

Korra could only passively accept Tarrlok’s more fevered kisses pressed to her face and hands (hands that appreciated his warmth to her dismay). His fingers worked expertly at massaging her tense joints, aching muscles, cold skin. She wanted to puke at the way her tension and stress slowly but surely melted away at his touch. Involuntary eye contact made it worse. Looking into his eyes grounded her when all she wanted was to be anywhere else. Korra took a deep breath, trying to meditate and tune out what he was doing to her. The aching, pulsing throb in her clit made it impossible. His knee brushed against her in a way that made her moan. She, without thinking, buried her face in his chest out of shame.

“There,” His hot breath ghosted over the shell of her ear. “Doesn’t that feel good?”

The girl underneath him didn’t respond. 

He continued working his hands around her body, focusing his right hand on her pelvis while his left found her tits. Her chest was firm and soft, fingers probing for her nipple. When they found it, he gently squeezed. Korra let out a wonderful little gasp, something that made him want to tear her clothes off right there. But, staying patient, Tarrlok took the time to slip his left hand under the hem of her shirt, her abdomen tight and warm. He could feel her toned muscles, fingers lingering on them for what was probably too long. They were losing some of their definition with her lack of training; maybe in the future he could let her have something to train with. If she behaved herself, of course.

Korra’s desperate little whines became harder to ignore as he slipped his palm across her full, soft tits. Tarrlok finally removed her shirt, trying to be as slow and sensual as he could manage. She lay on her back before him as he unwrapped her bindings. Her nipples were already hard, a dusty brown slightly darker than the skin surrounding it. Tarrlok lowered his mouth, placing kisses on her clavicle and moaning against her skin. The Avatar groaned underneath him, back arching ever so slightly. Hands clenched into fists that pressed against his chest, trying to push him off. Ignoring that, he pressed more insistent kisses to her lips. His hips ground against hers, fur trim meeting his sensible slacks. 

The sound of the fabrics clashing with each other mixed with the noise of wet, sloppy kisses he was peppering her with. Korra’s hair beads clattered against the metal of the floor. Tarrlok pulled himself back, drinking in the sight before him. She was incredible, lying before him. Large, perky tits covered in bite marks and saliva resting on the tips of her nipples. Korra still had her fingers scrunched up in fists, eyes squeezed shut and her breathing heavy. She wasn’t crying anymore, thankfully, but she was still resistant. He wanted her to enjoy this. If only she would cooperate, he could show her how good he could make her feel…

Tarrlok glanced at her pants and pelt wrapped around her waist. 

Rough, warm hands encircled the fabric hiding her from him, jolting Korra’s eyes open. 

“Don’t,” She snapped. He paused in his advances; then continued. “I-I said stop.”

Tarrlok responded by kissing her roughly, fisting the ponytail at the base of her scalp to shut her up. He moaned lecherously into her mouth, and before she could stop him, he’d forced his tongue in her mouth. The older man on top of her pinned her beneath him and without a second thought, he forced his hand under the waistband of her pants. She whined in protest when she felt his fingers probe her wet folds through her panties. The heat emanating from his abdomen terrified and intrigued her. When he pulled away from the kiss, a string of saliva connected their lips. The pressure on her clit worsened, thoughts bedimmed when he took her nipple in his mouth, tongue toying with it. Despite herself, she moaned in pleasure. He suckled at her tits, alternating kisses and licks to her cold and sore skin. The heat he offered was something her body accepted without a struggle, though her thoughts still protested. Korra pressed her legs together in shame. She had imagined something like this with Mako and on occasion, Asami; having Tarrlok be the one to fulfill her fantasies instead must have been a cruel joke the spirits were playing on her. 

She moaned even louder when his fingers flicked against her cunt, cursing him. His efforts were clearly working as her arousal soaked through her panties. The only sexual experience she had was the two times she masturbated by herself. Even then, she had never actually worked herself to orgasm but it wasn’t for lack of trying. Other than that, sex and love were limited to her dreams. Once or twice she snuck one of Pema’s pulpy novels to try and understand what it felt like, but the ones in Pema’s collection were always too abstract for her to understand. Passages describing fireworks, electricity, sparks, butterflies, leaping hearts and aching groins was something she had never thought was realistic, after hours of being sweaty and unable to satisfy herself with her limited knowledge. Laying underneath a man twice her age, sharp jawline highlighted against her soft skin, and striking eyes leaving her like jelly—Korra groaned loudly. Now, as he bit down on her sensitive tits and her clit ached with a  want  she had never been able to act on, Korra was stupefied and left desperate.

She gasped in surprise when he tore her pants off. It had come without a warning. Tarrlok pressed his middle and index finger against the apex of her cunt, enjoying how she tried to cover her hand with her mouth to muffle any sounds. She failed miserably, as delicious little moans escaped her. He pressed his thumb hard against her sensitive cunt, jolting Korra’s legs together to keep him from touching her. Nudging her legs open gently, Tarrlok lowered his head between them. 

“Wh-What—” Korra uttered before he pressed his tongue against her damp panties. A wonderful noise reached his ears; she was groaning in pleasure. His fingers found the place of his tongue once more, rubbing her folds with precision that forced her to whimper. 

“Have you ever come before?” His voice was raspy by now, cock strained against his briefs and trousers. Despite his own wants, Tarrlok needed to know just how experienced she was so he could go at her pace. Judging how she was acting, he was certain she hadn’t. The thought aroused him to no end, being her first and guiding her to orgasm. Spirits, he nearly came from the thought alone. He cleared his throat uncomfortably, precum staining his briefs. Korra shook her head.

“No, I—” Before she could voice any objections, Tarrlok tore her panties off. 

His head fell between her legs again. Her scared eyes peeked at him through the valley of her tits, chest rising and falling. He licked his lips in anticipation, mouth a centimeter away from the tuft of dark hair hiding her from him. Hot breath ghosting over her womanhood, Korra let out a whimper. 

His tongue darted out to meet her sensitive, wet cunt. The two moaned together, Korra’s head arching back in ecstasy. 

“W-wait!” She squealed, hands tugging at his hair. He lifted his head to meet her gaze.

“Korra,” He uttered with a hunger he hadn’t felt before, hands gripping her hips tightly. The shape of her body trembled underneath him, legs quaking.  “Korra,  please.”

“I don’t—I can’t—” Tears pricked at her eyes. She couldn’t even voice the horrible, wonderful things she was experiencing. The older man’s head drooped to meet her cunt again. “Stop!”

His mouth kissed the inside of her thighs gently, cock hard enough to make him want to disregard every little protest she made. She made a noise—a sob, perhaps a moan—and he continued. 

“It feels good, doesn’t it?” He murmured between heavy breaths.

As if to demonstrate the truth, his mouth found her lips again, tasting her. His pants had grown as tight as they could on him, and Korra’s beautiful, brown skin quivered from his attentions. He paused for a moment, taking in the sight of her slick, rosy-violet lips before him. His fingers found her clit, pressing against it gently before they probed at her entrance. Korra’s eyes were squeezed shut, breath hitching when the pads of his fingers pushed against her. They slid in ever so slightly, Tarrlok nearly losing himself when they did. A stark, shuddering gasp pushed its way out of his throat. She was punishingly tight as he pressed further in, walls throbbing against him in pleasure. Korra had covered her face with her hands, whining when he finally pushed his fingers in all the way. Eyes lidded, Tarrlok leaned down to kiss her abdomen, the sounds she made going straight to his cock. He pumped his fingers in and out gently, finding a rhythm that suited her. Her hips gyrated of her own volition, left utterly speechless as Tarrlok pressed his thumb against her swollen, aching clit. 

Korra whimpered when he withdrew his fingers, missing the fullness. His head fell to her lips once more. He didn’t hold back on her behalf now, tongue attacking her cunt with no warning. She couldn’t stop the desperate, pleading cries she let out, hands finding his hair and threading her fingers through it. Korra pulled his mouth flush against her cunt clumsily, pressing his face against her in a desperate bid for release. He obliged, adjusting himself so his tongue entered her. The aching, yearning, horribly needy yelps she let out made his cock throb in anticipation and want. He focused on her arousal on his tongue, the taste she had. She tasted like the meal she ate, but there was something ethereal mixed in. Korra tasted like winter nights, like spirits dancing over the tundra, like kaleidoscopes made of ice. 

She tasted like the sad, expectant expression his mother wore as he practiced the northern forms.

Korra’s moans of pleasure drew him back to the present. His tongue inside her tight little cunt, eyes misting over with tears. Tarrlok forced himself deeper, pushing his tears and surprisingly mournful emotions down. The small room was no longer cold, instead filled with the heated cries of the Avatar as her kidnapper, Yakone’s own son, brought her to his level and proved he was more than she could ever be. He could tell Korra was close with the familiar erratic breathing she had, the way her chest rose and fell reminding him of the incident that happened a month and a half prior. Her hands gripped his scalp almost painfully, an anchor so she wouldn’t drown in the sea of nerves he was exploiting. Her rough tugs at his hair made his cock twitch, hips involuntarily bucking against the concrete. His tongue grew more insistent, her hips grinding against his face with a burning, bottomless need for release. Sparks of pleasure forced him to hold her hips in place, hands palming her pert, tight ass.  We are one, he thought as his tongue fucked her tight little cunt senseless.  She was his, his mouth fucking her so hard she couldn’t think. She was his, his cock spasming in need for her throbbing, aching, tight walls to envelope him, she was his, their bodies flush against the other, sweat soaking them, chi sparking, hearts pounding, minds overwhelmed, pleasure destroying and reconstructing them all at once, she was his,  she was—

She contracted against his tongue in a way that forced him to come as she filled his mouth. Her whimpering, shuddering gasps and whines grew to a fevered pitch, his cock finally relinquishing from the sight of the Avatar orgasming beneath him. Her walls around him finally grew slack around his tongue. He swallowed shallowly, savoring her incredible taste while he quickly disrobed. His cock was hard, desperate to be inside of her. Korra was glowing, no resistance as he mounted her. Her skin shone with sweat and satisfaction, the first orgasm of many, if he had anything to say about it. He leaned down, pressing his lips against hers with a tenderness he was grateful to show her. She finally reciprocated, returning his kiss with feverish desperation. Her strong, toned arms wrapped around his back, nails digging into his skin. 

Tucked away under swaths of snow and shrieking wind, in the heart of the mountains, the Avatar became a woman. 

~*~*~

A few hours later, Tarrlok’s thoughts were considerably less panicked and terrified than they had been earlier that night. Parking the unmarked car and settling the snow to cover his tracks, he ducked back into his home. The storm had grown worse, snowfall growing harsher and more intense in the time he had spent with Korra. The yellowy-purple sky was a reminder of that, not that he even seemed to mind. He discarded his coat, slipping into a robe he had left over the chair at his dining room earlier. Tarrlok made his way through the darkness of his home, missing the cold of the basement. He stumbled down the hallway in shadows, shoulders relieved of tension. 

Korra was at the forefront of his thoughts, as he brushed his hair half-heartedly, examining the snarls and knots she had twisted his hair into. He chuckled to himself at the observation. Even in such a beautiful moment, she couldn’t help making him disheveled. The words she had uttered after they had finished flitted to him.  Stay, she had begged, clinging to him with tears in her eyes.  Please stay. It had nearly broken his heart not to do as she said, not to do her bidding and cuddle with her until the sun came up and he was noticeably missing. The idea was incredibly appealing. Disappearing from this life with Korra, starting over and traveling together. Seeing the world with each other, never having to be alone with the expectations the world had for them. He stopped brushing his hair. 

His thoughts marinated on the idea; Korra, the Avatar, his forever. No one else would know. She could be happy, carefree, live the life she deserved. His heart ached at the thought. 

No, he couldn’t dwell on what-if’s and possibilities. He had to get his rest. 

Blindly shuffling to his bedroom, Tarrlok plopped down on the satin sheets. A pang of guilt resonated with him at the thought of the scratchy blanket he had covered Korra with. Maybe he could bring her nicer things so she could be more comfortable the next time he saw her, he uneasily decided. It was the least she deserved. 

“I hope I’m not interrupting, Councilman.”

The stark, cold voice of Amon broke through his thoughts, Tarrlok’s eyes widening and head snapping to the figure in the corner of his room in disbelief.

“Amon—” He choked out before he assumed his northern forms, cursing himself for the habit as there was no water nearby. Tarrlok's mind raced, and before he could get the chance to take his bloodbending stance, Amon had crossed the distance between them and blocked his chi points. Tarrlok fell to his knees, terror gripping him. Amon stood over him with mild interest, as though he were a cat-hawk playing with its prey. Despite his fear, Tarrlok choked out what he could. 

“Attacking a council member in his own home after kidnapping the Avatar,” He rasped. Amon barely blinked. “If you kill me, things will only get worse. Your precious movement will be disbanded and the United forces will destroy—”

A dry laugh escaped Amon’s throat. Tarrlok’s skin prickled with confusion. Amon grasped his chin, tilting his head back to get a better look at him in the dim light of the room.

“Still avoiding responsibility, little brother?”

The words didn’t register with Tarrlok until silence swallowed the room. He stared in disbelief at the cold, menacing eyes behind the mask. 

No, no, it couldn’t—

Amon took his mask off, and even in the limited light of the room, Tarrlok could see a face that looked far too much like his own to be a coincidence. The cold, unfeeling eyes of his father pinned him to the ground, provoking him more than he would admit. Words failed him, mouth open like a fish out of water.

“Forgive the abrupt family reunion,” Amon—no, Noatak—said. “I’m afraid I couldn’t set a meeting with your assistant, seeing that you paid him to leave the city.”

Tarrlok’s face paled in horror, heart thumping like a child caught breaking a vase. The stern tone, cadence of his words—How hadn’t he seen it sooner? Was he this stupid?

“How? Why?” The words escaped him, sounding far more dumb than he wanted. Noatak‘s brows raised in mock surprise, a facial tic he adopted whenever Yakone had said something ludicrous. An inside joke cruelly turned against him now. A thin smile spread across his brother’s face, conspiratorial and devious.

“We have much to discuss.”
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    “It’s unfortunate to meet under these circumstances.” Katara said, seated across the small table from Tarrlok. Tarrlok nodded along, face solemn to hide his racing thoughts. It was mid-morning in Tenzin’s home as he had been there to welcome Korra’s family and Grand Lotus Katara. He rubbed his hand for some small comfort. Korra’s parents sat adjacent to him, Tenzin and Pema across from them, and Chieftain Unalaq seated in the spot next to him. Her parents’ faces were swollen, puffy from over a month of crying. Deep circles had firmly settled on their relatively young looking faces. Her father, Tonraq, occasionally gave an unconvincing smile of reassurance while her mother, Senna, stared vacantly at the wood of the table. 

Tenzin and Pema were flush to each other’s sides, his wife burying her face in his shoulder from time to time. Unalaq was disconcerted, offering an awkward hand on Tarrlok’s shoulder for comfort. Unalaq had never been particularly warm or affectionate; it was one of his strengths, in Tarrlok’s opinion. Seeing the Chieftain try to alleviate some of the guilt he assumed Tarrlok must have been feeling was odd. 

Unalaq’s children—Eska and Desna, if he recalled—were in the other room with Tenzin’s kids. No doubt the White Lotus guards were trying and failing to keep their attention off the conversation the adults were having.

His thoughts turned to Tonraq and Unalaq who, although years of rumors had told him they hated each other, had arrived together. It was bizarre to see the normally cold and distant Chieftain holding his brother for support. Korra’s disappearance had seemed to mend the rift between them. He buried the small seed of resentment he had for his brief and far more tumultuous reunion with  his  brother. Katara’s bright, weathered eyes seemed to settle on him after speaking, prompting him to say something. 

“Yes,” He cleared his throat. “I do wish we could have met without this happening. Rest assured, the police of Republic City are doing everything they can to follow all tips we’ve received. My task force is also providing necessary help.” 

The words were easy for a politician to rattle off. Unalaq nodded along, Tonraq holding his wife’s hand for comfort. Tarrlok averted his gaze from Senna, pushing down the small realization that the dejected and empty expression she had was the same one Korra had when he made love to her. 

“Of course, Councilman,” Katara’s voice broke his thoughts. “We appreciate all that you’ve done. But the White Lotus and United Forces have more resources, manpower, and time at their disposal. We’re taking this out of your jurisdiction once General Iroh arrives. Firelord Izumi has been ill. General Iroh will be here sometime next week.”

Tarrlok’s heart skipped a beat, something he could have sworn he saw Katara narrow her eyes at. Trying desperately to keep his cool, Tarrlok resumed a neutral expression and even tone. 

“I understand, Grand Lotus,” Tarrlok began. “I don’t want to overstep on international affairs, but I do think the police of Republic City may be more adept with the informants we have and their familiarity with—”

“Have you searched the entire city yet?” Katara interrupted, raising the warm cup of tea to her lips. 

“All but gang territory. I’m afraid it’s too dangerous to venture into, and my intel has informed me it’s not possible for Amon or Equalists to reside there. It’s unlikely they would go somewhere so dangerous for non-benders.”

Katara’s expression remained suspicious.

“You say your task force and the police are working hard, and there's been no results in nearly two months," She almost sounded like she was scolding him. "And there are vast mountains nearby that, if I’m not mistaken, haven’t been searched yet. If the Equalist movement isn’t operating in Republic City anymore, it would be natural to search surrounding areas, would it not?”

Tarrlok swallowed dryly.

“Yes,” He agreed awkwardly. “However, I have it on good authority that the Equalist movement hasn’t left the city. Taking pressure off Amon could lead him to be more brazen.”

“He has been rather brazen these past few weeks, hasn’t he,” Katara said humorlessly. Tarrlok’s eye twitched at the barb. “With all due respect, Councilman. Your task force and the police can continue working within city limits if you feel it necessary. The United Forces and White Lotus will begin searching the outskirts of the city and go from there.”

Tarrlok nodded, shoulders slumping slightly. 

“Yes, that will be good.” He murmured with a bad taste in his mouth. Katara nodded, sipping her tea once more. 

“Thank you for your cooperation, Councilman. I would appreciate it if you join me in the search with the United Forces,” The broad finally  smiled. “We could use a man with your dedication.” 

His heart stopped. A fake smile graced him after a moment of hesitation. 

“But of course,” He said. “Anything to help.”

~*~*~

Tarrlok slammed the door to the cabin behind him harshly, waterskin on his hip and food in his left hand. His mouth twisted up in a contemptuous frown, heart pounding at the way Katara had spoken to him earlier. She had refused his offer of putting her up in a stay at one of the most luxurious hotels in Republic City, even after Korra’s entire family agreed to the lodging. Her dismissive expression told him everything, even before she’d said,  “I appreciate the offer, Councilman, but I want to be with my family.”  

He wouldn’t dwell on it. He had worked so hard in the past month and a half to keep things the way he wanted. A geriatric woman wouldn’t change that. His shoulders relaxed as he approached the door to the stairs, opening it gently. He could sense Korra was awake, and as he opened the door of her prison, her tepid smile greeted him. Embracing her with one arm, the food sat next to her as he knelt on the floor. 

“Seaweed noodles,” She remarked, tired eyes sparking. “Thank you.” 

Tarrlok nodded gently, watching her scarf down his cooking with pride. Since their tryst, Korra had been far more obedient, hardly even fighting back when he wanted to make love to her. He’d stopped blocking her chi as often in response. A strange bit of trust had formed. The affection he showed her became routine. He’d greet her, (depending on the day) block her chi, feed her, and then…

Today, he didn’t feel like blocking her chi. She was becoming used to their schedule. The best part of his day was seeing her, whether or not she engaged him. He had taken to cooking for her, and though the circumstances for her eating his food weren’t  ideal, it made him happy to know how much she enjoyed it. Korra finished her meal, eyed the waterskin on his hip. 

“Can I drink it myself?” She asked quietly. 

Tarrlok hesitated, then shook his head. 

“I'm not blocking your chi today, Korra.” He said, a pang of guilt hitting him. 

Korra looked crestfallen, shoulders trembling. 

Taking a deep breath, he clenched his fist, Korra’s body becoming rigid. Her body was getting used to the contortions, as much as it pained him to say, given the way her muscles grew slack around his hold. He opened the waterskin, guiding the liquid to her mouth. It slid down her throat without much trouble, the terrified expression Korra had more than enough to unsettle him. It felt agonizingly slow, though the process barely took a minute as the waterskin was emptied. Once he finished, she gasped for breath, chest heaving and fists trembling. He discarded the container, pulling her into a tight embrace, petting her hair and whispering how sorry he was. She was more receptive than he expected, melting into his arms as tears came to her eyes. 

“I’m sorry, Korra,” He choked out. “You still have your chi, right? It's okay."

Her tears didn't slow, staining his shirt. Guilt swallowed him. Tarrlok's eyes met hers. She sniffled softly. His hand found her cheek, holding her face as he kissed her. 

"I'm sorry." He breathed against her lips. She hiccuped slightly. He kissed her again, and again. She was tentatively reciprocating now. "Let me make it up to you.”

Korra hesitated, tears drying on her cheeks as she laid down for him. He gently removed her pelt and pants, the undergarments she had worn previously discarded for good. The small tuft of dark hair between her legs was all that obscured her from him as he lifted her legs over his shoulders. Tarrlok’s mouth quickly found her, darting between her lips without her resisting. He tried to ignore how limp her muscles felt, the way she had closed her eyes. He went slow to negate some of the guilt he felt. 

The natural taste she had was something he treasured, cold winter nights with his mother lapping at his thoughts. His fingers found the small nub above where his tongue met her lips. Tweaking it with his thumb and index finger, Korra let out a noise. Her thighs trembled with him between them, a sign Tarrlok enjoyed seeing. He pulled away for a moment, eyes meeting Korra’s half-lidded daze. 

“You’re beautiful.” He groaned, head craned between her legs once more.

Korra’s eyes rolled back as Tarrlok, keeping her legs forced apart, slid his middle and ring finger inside. A simultaneous sound of pleasure echoed from them. The girl’s hands gripped herself tightly in a hug, shuddering as he pressed further in. He moved as slow as he could to savor and remember this feeling. It was incredible every time, no matter what part of him was inside her. He was already painfully stiff. Korra peeked up at him. She squeezed her eyes shut when she saw his erection. He pretended not to see that, fingers finding a rhythm as he pumped in and out. 

He was as gentle as he could be, making sure not to go too fast or rough. Tarrlok wanted her to enjoy it. Even if she hated him, it wasn’t like he was doing this for himself. He was a selfless lover to her, wanting her pleasure above all else. The many women he courted in his life had noted it was one of his best traits. At the same time, he often enjoyed the complete submission. But Korra was different. Even now he didn’t think this was that wrong. She wasn't used to it, maybe, but he wasn’t rough or cruel. Any other man in his position wouldn’t care about her pleasure. 

He groaned once more. A delighted gasp echoed in the basement when he pulled out. His hand was  slick  with her. Her mauve lips glistened beneath him. His breathing grew heavier. Tarrlok came closer, bending over her with his arms propping him up. He kissed her feverishly, her tongue coaxed into a response. He pressed himself against her inner thigh as he pinned her down. The small bit of friction he had with himself between her legs, rubbing against her warm, tight body.

 He bit down on her neck, tweaking her nipples through her shirt again. She made a pitiful little noise when he pulled away. Hands gripping her hips, his head descended to her slit once more.

Korra stifled a moan. His tongue was made to enter her, she felt, given the way he worked. He was considerate in this manner and none else. His hot, warm mouth drew out pleasure she hadn’t felt before. Her mind wandered to the brief kiss she had shared with Mako just a few months ago. It wasn’t like she had much frame of reference, but the kiss with Mako was at least somewhat reciprocal, even with the messy fallout. Korra was trying not to think too hard about what the man before her was doing to her body, desperate to ignore the unbidden thoughts of pleasure that betrayed her.

Tarrlok’s mouth moved from her slit to the inside of her thigh, suckling on the skin there before returning to her core. That seemed to be a favorite of his, bruises littered across her pelvis and thighs. At one point (she couldn’t remember the day) he had bitten her ass, pleased to see the dark purple spread across her brown skin. She’s still sore from that. It almost reminded her of the aches she’d get during practice with the White Lotus, when—

Her thoughts darted to her parents. 

Were they grieving right now? Cuddled up with Naga in their bed and clinging to the clothes she had left behind? Or maybe they were with Tenzin and Pema, trying to hold out hope until they had answers. She imagined Naga curled up against her dad; a practice she had done since being a pup. Before the White Lotus let Naga live on the compound with her, Dad would tell her all about how Naga wouldn’t leave his side until she came back. She could even smell Korra as she traveled up the road with a few sentries. The nights after she’d done a month’s worth of training and tests, her mom would make sea prune eel-cod. They’d snuggle up on the rug, Naga flopping her entire weight on Korra. 

The memory of her parents, warm and gentle, eerily reminded her of what Tarrlok was like in brief glimmers.

She finished not long after. Tarrlok swallowed thickly, a small drop of her on the corner of his lips. He pressed his mouth to hers in another feverish kiss. Tarrlok stood above her, painfully erect. He started removing his pants.

“Please don’t,” Korra mumbled, turning over on her stomach. “I’m tired.”

Tarrlok nodded understandingly. He knelt next to her. 

“Is it okay if I take care of it here? I won’t touch you. It helps to see you.”

Korra closed her eyes passively and nodded, teeth gritting. The rustle of fabric gave way to the sound of skin on skin. Though she was doing her best to ignore his breathy moans, it wasn’t at all possible given he sat on the cold ground next to her. His hairy, muscular thigh brushing against her naked hip. Korra bit the inside of her cheek, eyes squeezed shut again. She lay there, listening to him jerk himself off. 

She wished she could say she was surprised when she felt him finish on her ass, stammering out endless apologies about how good it felt and how he wouldn’t do that again unless she wanted him to. Tiredly shaking her head, she asked for the blanket again. He guiltily grabbed it from the barrel it had been laid over. She was tucked in, wiping the wet on her backside off with it. Curled up inside her prison, Tarrlok’s hand ran through her hair, pressing a kiss to her lips. Hesitant reciprocation was all she could manage.

“I’m sorry. About everything. I want you to know that.” 

Her eyes glazed over. She nodded. 

“I know.”

Tarrlok seemed somewhat relieved and pet her hair again. 

“Good girl.”

Korra bit back the bile rising in her throat. 

“I’ll be back in a day or so,” He pulled his trousers back up, retying his belt. Korra’s hand snuck out of the blanket and grabbed her pants. Their eyes met. “I care about you, Korra.”

Her stomach fell. Wide eyes studied him, terrified, peering over the small blanket covering her. He wore an expression too fond to be a form of manipulation. Goosebumps raced down her arms and legs. 

“I know.” She responded quietly, still watching him like a scared, cornered animal. Tarrlok nodded, wiping his hands on his coat. He gave a look that made her nauseous. She assumed it was all he could muster for an apology. Warm hands braced the door of her prison, closing it gently. 

“Sleep well.” He turned the light in the basement off, leaving Korra alone with the memory of her parents' warmth.

~*~*~

Amon had to admit he hadn’t expected Tarrlok to kidnap the Avatar. 

He had been kind-hearted as a child, bruising easily and needing their mother to tend to him whenever they came back from hunting trips with Yakone. He remembered the many times, even into adolescence, Tarrlok would call their mother into their room, pleading for a bedtime story. It was hard to reconcile the man blaming his group for the abduction of the Avatar was the same boy who came running to him with a scraped knee to make it all better. He frowned behind the mask, wind wrinkling his cowl.

It wasn’t like he hated Tarrlok; not even after everything that had happened. Despite his efforts, he  couldn’t  hate him. 

Since his arrival in Republic City seventeen years ago, Amon had kept an eye on his brother. All the articles and pictures he could find of his brother sat in a small drawer he kept locked and tucked away from prying eyes. The sparks for the Equalist movement had been steadily rising in Republic City before Tarrlok had even arrived. Amon had easily made himself synonymous with the ideology at that point. Tarrlok had been bright-eyed and the youngest person ever elected to the council at age twenty-five.

He’d felt a swell of pride for his brother; before he realized what little he was willing to change. His lieutenant had bad mouthed Tarrlok at the time, maligning why a man so young would be so conservative. It had perplexed Amon for months. His brother had changed for the worse. 

Amon had spent many late nights watching his brother work tirelessly at his desk, forgoing any social life or personal wants for the good of the city. Not like he was much different in that regard. Still, he resented Tarrlok for not doing something to show he had a glimmer of humanity; that he wasn’t just motivated by misguided loyalty to the city his father wanted to claim. Maybe Amon wished the same for himself. He would lay awake at night, never being the spiritual type and yet wishing his brother would have an epiphany, a realization, a vision that there was more to his life than what he had resigned himself to. 

He got what he asked for when the Avatar arrived. 

It was funny, seeing a girl who looked eerily similar to him take questions from the press and have the limelight thrust on her. An odd wave of nostalgia rolled through him. The image of his brother holding the shoulder of a girl who resembled Noatak—his old self. It was evident to Amon that Tarrlok was attracted to her immediately. The gala, giving her a  car  if what he read in a tabloid was to be believed, and nearly every photo of the two had Tarrlok with a firm grip on her shoulder. He recognized the tell-tale signs of polar bear-puppy love Tarrlok had when he courted a woman. It had made him chuckle at the time. 

Amon did become curious, hearing of her arrival. It didn’t hurt that she was quite beautiful in the newspaper clippings floating around the city. Between his sporadic surveillance of his brother and planning for the next Equalist rally, he decided to pay the Avatar a visit on her island. He remembered the first night he had seen the Avatar in the flesh. It remained a fixture of his thought process, something he would harken back to often. He rolled the memory around, closing his eyes.

News of the young Avatar’s arrival had arrived a week before. The White Lotus were pathetically simple to sneak by. He slipped into the Avatar’s room easily once night fell. Her polar bear-dog, something he had caught wind of in the papers, was snuggled at the foot of her bed and before she could do anything, he rendered her unconscious. He shook his wrist; it had been a while since he had done that to an animal so large. Regardless, Amon stood by the Avatar’s bedside, watching the girl sleep soundly. Her chi flooded his senses. The energy in the air was palpable. The girl’s body thrummed with an ethereal electricity. 

Seeing the embodiment of everything his father loathed resting with the blankets tucked up to her neck was bizarre, to say the least. She was smaller than he thought she’d be. Her face was unassuming, soft features blending with each other. At the time, he couldn’t really grasp what he was feeling. All he knew was how odd he felt, standing over the Avatar while she had blissful dreams. Without thinking, he let a hand brush over the loose strands covering her forehead. Moonlight spilled into the room, glowing off the Avatar’s warm, brown skin. 

She mumbled in her sleep, adjusting herself groggily. The blanket fell off the bed. She didn’t seem to realize it, falling back into her dreams moments later. His eyes lingered on her body, tank top pulling taut at her back muscles and ample chest, pants folded around her knees. Her stomach was as toned as the rest of her. The epitome of all he wanted to destroy lay vulnerable and exposed to him.

Uneasily taking a step forward, his hand fell to her face once more. Amon’s cold, calculating gaze met her unperturbed ignorance. The girl slept as his weight settled in next to her on the mattress. His fingers traced paths up her bare calf, noticing the muscles she had built in her training. Darker thoughts came to him. His eyes fell to her chest, not meaning to ogle but unable to stop. His hand, finding no resistance touching her calf, found her exposed stomach. He marveled at how  warm  she felt. 

She exhaled dreamily as he caressed her bare skin, something that went straight to his cock. Breath hitching in his throat, he reeled back from the young Avatar as though she had burned him. Sweat lined his hands and face. Heart thudding in his chest, he slid out of the window he came through and disappeared into the night.

The visits he had given her after that became something of a treat for him. Her crashing his rally and joining Tarrlok’s task force had sufficiently gotten his attention, as if he needed more reasons to be fixated on her. He knew it was only a matter of time with his increasing obsession with her, and the day she had challenged him on Aang Memorial Island, her fate was sealed. 

Watching her sleep wasn’t enough for him any more, and threading his fingers through her hair and touching her face while she squirmed from nightmares he had caused was beginning to lose its potency. After he launched the attack on the pro bending arena, masturbating over her sleeping body was a near weekly routine. He had been on the verge of taking her so many times, but the time never was right. 

That was, until Tarrlok did what he did best: Let his weakness destroy him.

Amon stood outside the cabin, waiting for his brother to reemerge. Tarrlok seemed to enjoy taking his time with the Avatar. The snow on Tarrlok’s vehicle slowly but surely rose. Amon didn’t mind the cold, but his brother was quite slow in coming back out. He guessed it was a mixture of dread and his enjoyment of the Avatar’s company. Despite everything, his brother was still a little boy fumbling around for approval. 

Amon’s eyes snapped to the cabin door as it opened. Tarrlok, flushed and somewhat dazed, shuffled in the snow before noticing him. His eyes, wide as the time mom had caught him masturbating, blinked rapidly. 

“Noatak,” He croaked, surprise evident in his tone. His expression resumed neutrality, though his brother’s petrified heart rate told him all he needed to know. “What are you doing here? I thought—”

“I wanted to make sure you’d keep your end of our arrangement.”

Tarrlok shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. 

“Well, you have your answer. She just had some food.”

He raised an eyebrow, though his brother couldn’t see. 

“I see.”

The mountain air grew thick with silence. Tarrlok, fidgeting with his coat, made hesitant eye contact. 

“Don’t hurt her,” He finally said. “She’s only a girl. She’s not responsible for what happened to us, what we went through.”

Amon’s eyes narrowed. He stayed silent, heavy footsteps plodding through the snow. Back to his brother. His hand on the door.

“You should leave. You have an important meeting tomorrow,  Councilman.”

Tarrlok’s uneasiness spiked at the jab, and though he seemed less than eager to leave the Avatar behind, he relented. The Satomobile roared to life and made its way down the icy path leading back to Republic City. Amon snorted to himself. 

 Tarrlok . He saw the Avatar as a petulant teenager and not the force to be reckoned with she actually was. He opened the cabin door. The Avatar’s pungent chi steeped in the small room. It was strong, as strong as it was in their previous encounters, the air practically crackling with her presence. 

As incredible as her chi felt running through the air, Amon eagerly awaited taking it from her. For the time being he wouldn’t take her bending. Tarrlok had made that  very  clear in their agreement. Blocking her chi was as far as he could go. Of course he wouldn’t keep that agreement for long. Tarrlok needn’t be aware of his plans. He was more than fine letting his little brother think the council meeting tomorrow and a night with the Avatar was all he needed from him. So trusting, wasn’t he? He chuckled to himself. 

How foolish. 

He took a deep breath, fingertips sparking from the energy around him. The wood floor creaked under him, the door to the basement old and rusted at its hinges. His descent of the stairs was quick. The Avatar roused from sleep as she heard the stairs groan.

“What is it?” She called. “Tarrlok, I’m tired. I just want some sleep.”

Amon didn’t answer, amused that she assumed he was Tarrlok. He stayed quiet, toying with the idea of speaking and alerting her to who exactly she was trapped with. Amon felt the hairs on her arms stand up as the silence grew unbearable. Her chi turned sharp, heart beating fast.

“...Tarrlok?” Her voice, much weaker and unsure, carried through the air. He admired how the air in the room shifted, how sweat began forming on the back of her neck. She was catching on that whoever was here wasn’t someone she could predict the movements of. Amon relished in the quiet terror that often accompanied their meetings, breath hitching ever so slightly as he felt her form tremble through the prison. Amon placed a hand on the metal, letting the sound of his fingers dragging along the cage reach her. Her heart leapt in her chest.

“Hello? I’m the Avatar! My name is Korra, I don’t know how you found me but Councilman Tarrlok kidnapped me. Please let me out! I need to get out of here!”

Amon took a step back from the metal, amused.

“Please,” Her voice cracked, he decided he liked her begging, “I want to go home. I’ll do whatever you want. I’m the Avatar so I’m sure I can give you a reward or something! Please open—"

Amon obliged, the hope in her voice and face immediately contorting into shock and terror. 

A sight he knew was rare, and in its rarity,  beautiful. 

“We meet again, little Avatar.”

~*~*~

Tarrlok combed his hair slowly, absentmindedly gazing at his vanity. He hadn’t gotten much sleep. The early morning sky was dark. He worried about what Noatak was capable of. What he would do to Korra. His fingers trembled slightly as he tied his long hair up. Glancing at his reflection, Tarrlok grimaced. His eyes were settled with dark bags, shoulders slumped forward with defeat, and he hadn’t yet shaved. Though he didn't get much more than a 5 o’clock shadow, it didn’t help his defeated appearance. He sighed. 

Quickly shaving, he slid his usual coat, pants, and dress shirt on. Worrying about Korra was a luxury he couldn’t indulge in. The council meeting today was wracking his nerves, as he shuffled through the snowy streets of Republic city. A thick blanket of ashen clouds blotted out the sun. Snow was falling in droves. The bird-rabbit chirps were fainter than they were just a week ago. Winter made sure most had flown to the Earth Kingdom for warmth.

 The streets were sparsely populated, the occasional street kid or peddler passing him. Ever since Korra had disappeared, benders and non-benders alike didn’t feel safe being out. Even during the day. He certainly helped fan the flames of this fear. He mulled over how to accomplish what he needed to. Step after step, impression after impression in the snow, he considered what routes would be most effective in today’s meeting. 

Before he knew it, City Hall’s steps loomed ahead of him. The walk felt much shorter than it usually did. He inhaled sharply. 

Tenzin sat across from Tarrlok’s usual seat, the rest of the nation representatives glancing around anxiously. Fuyuko, representative of the Fire Nation, seemed particularly on edge. Her fingers drummed across the marble of the table. Tarrlok sat, clearing his throat. 

“We’re all aware the Grand Lotus is in Republic City. The United Forces will be here sometime next week, as per Grand Lotus Katara’s request.”

Silence filled the hall. Tarrlok nodded to himself. Yes, about what he expected. His heart thumped in his chest as he spoke once more. 

“I will be disbanding the task force today. The investigation into Avatar Korra’s disappearance will end once the United Forces arrive.”

Tenzin’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. Before he could interject, Tarrlok continued. 

“The efforts that have gone into locating Equalist forces and Avatar Korra are better handled by those with more resources, manpower, and time. I’m afraid the lack of progress in our attempts to locate Amon and the Avatar have proven this.”

“What about the Triad boroughs? Your task force hasn’t even  crossed  into gang territory yet,” Fuyuko snapped. Tarrlok’s surprise must have been evident on his face, as Fuyuko held her hand up. “What are Republic City’s resources better spent on right now? Amon is running loose, doing Yue-knows-what. He wants a  war.”

“I agree,” Tenzin chimed in. It took everything in Tarrlok’s power not to snarl at him. “I understand Triad territory is dangerous, but if there’s a  chance  of the Equalists or Amon hiding there, we have to try. The United Forces won’t bother extending themselves to investigating ‘city issues’.”

“I understand your concerns,” Tarrlok’s tone was pressured, his grip on the table tightening. “But the White Lotus and United Forces are simply better suited to search for the Avatar. Not to mention, why on earth would Amon or his followers hide themselves in dangerous gang territory? They’re constantly at risk if they end up being discovered. Chances are, Korra is being held somewhere we don’t know.”

“And would Equalists really stray into the territory of benders? Especially ones they see as violent thugs.” The Earth Nation representative added. Tarrlok couldn’t remember the man’s name, but was immensely grateful for the interjection. 

“Yes, I am not sure that aligns with Amon’s pattern of behavior.” The Southern Water tribe representative, Amaruq, voiced his agreement.

Tarrlok nodded eagerly. 

“Thank you,” He replied. “I don’t see the point in wasting resources when our results have been fruitless.”

“ Wasting  resources?!” Tenzin shot out of his seat, face turning a stark red. “Korra is in danger! No one knows what’s happened to her, and the Equalists haven’t been seen in nearly two months. Have you forgotten that Amon promised he would  destroy  her? If they haven’t hosted demonstrations, training sessions, and nothing else has turned up, what makes you think Amon hasn’t gotten what he wants?!”

Tarrlok stood, a measured expression on his face. He could work with this. 

“Tenzin,” His tone turned soft. “I know this has been hard for you. Korra is like a daughter to you. You want what’s best for her. All of us want that. No one here wants to see Korra hurt.”

Tenzin’s nostrils flared, face still red. 

“But we have to put the well-being of our citizens first. Like you said, the Equalists haven’t attacked in some time. That doesn’t mean they’re gone, but it does point to a lull in activity. If they aren’t as active, and Amon hasn’t appeared, we need to allocate resources into bringing peace to Republic City. Amon’s hold on this city can’t divide us. Winter damages the power grids in certain parts of the city. The Triad gangs are still terrorizing low-income neighborhoods. Everyone in this city is  terrified . We have to change that.”

The Earth Nation representative and Southern Water Tribe representative nodded their agreement. Fuyuko narrowed her eyes. Tenzin’s face matched the color of his pants.

“Your pretty speech doesn’t sway me, Tarrlok.” 

“I have to agree with Tenzin.” Fuyuko snipped. 

Tarrlok’s expression remained neutral. 

“Let’s have a vote. All in favor of allocating resources to the peace of mind of Republic City?”

His hand, the Earth Nation representative’s hand, and Amaruq's hand stayed in the air. Tenzin scoffed, as did Fuyuko. Tarrlok exhaled. Phase one, complete. 

“Now, onto other matters. I want to station Chief Saikhan and all available metalbenders around the ports of the city. That way, no one gets in and no one gets out of Republic City without notice. At least until the United Forces arrive.”

Tenzin’s gaze turned accusatory, an expression far too similar to Katara’s for comfort. 

“What about ‘bringing peace of mind’ to Republic City?”

“That can be achieved even with the police force patrolling the ports, Tenzin. I highly recommend we station all available men at the ports. If the Equalists are still operating within city limits, Tenzin, we can block off their access to an easy escape. And once the United Forces arrive, they can block off other exits in the city to ensure Amon is trapped. The mountains aren’t kind, even to waterbenders. This is a  temporary  measure until we can get more help.”

“So you’re giving up.” Fuyuko drawled flatly. 

Tarrlok’s brow creased. 

“If ‘giving up’ means Amon will have nowhere to run and ensuring the peace of the citizens of this city, I suppose I am.”

His response deepened both her and Tenzin’s frowns. 

“All in favor of stationing police forces at the ports until the United Forces arrives?”

Amaruq’s hand stayed in the air, as did Tarrlok’s and the Earth Nation representative’s. Tenzin bristled, and stormed out of City Hall. The large doors slammed from the air Tenzin produced, snow swirling in the entrance steps as he disappeared. 

Tarrlok slunk back into his seat, relieved to finally be done with his end of the bargain. 

“Meeting adjourned. Thank you all for coming today.”

~*~*~

The Avatar’s unconscious body lay on the cold floor of the basement. Amon removed his mask, thankful for the brief respite of wearing his disguise. He enjoyed the peaceful expression on her face, though her terror always aroused him. He wasn’t in the mood for her resistance at the moment, however. His hands found their way to her face, thumb briefly hovering over her forehead. The temptation was intoxicating. It took all his will not to extinguish her there. He sighed loudly, hands reaching down to remove her shirt. Her pants followed soon after, a satisfied hum escaping him when he realized her undergarments had already been discarded. 

“So eager for me. Did you know I’d see you like this?” His deep voice cleaved the silence.

He straddled the Avatar’s waist, his large, calloused hands groping her chest. He groaned unabashedly, bucking his hips against her. Goosebumps dotted her skin in response to the violation. He smiled deviously, pinching her nipples. He focused his attention between her legs. With his erection already straining against his pants, Amon’s psychic hold bore down on her. A small noise escaped her lips. She grew wet with nothing but Amon’s intent. His will. 

Her clit stiffened, the space between her legs growing unbearably hot for how cold the basement was. His hand dipped to feel her. Exhaling loudly, Amon stood up and slid his pants down just enough to free himself. He was hard, arousal already appearing at his tip. He straddled her body once more. She’s warm, pliant under his watchful eye. 

“Beautiful,” He murmured to himself. “Spirits, if I didn’t know any better, I’d think you want me to do this to you.”

The Avatar’s lack of response only spurred him on. He pressed his lips to her breasts, sucking roughly. His teeth scraped her sensitive skin. A barely audible  “uhhnn”  reached his ears. Amon’s lips left her breasts, a wicked grin finding him. Bruises were already forming where his teeth had been. He had to admit, the sight was better than his fantasies had let on.

“Good little Avatar.”

He decided waiting was enough. Her body was ready for him. Amon lined himself up with her entrance. He pushed into her slowly, savoring the tight, wet heat of the girl he’d soon destroy. 

“Spirits,” He gasped. “Incredible.”

He pushed on, arms framing the Avatar’s smaller figure easily. A low, tense groan escaped his throat. 

“Mmnh.” She murmured. Amon’s lips found hers, forcing his tongue in her unresponsive mouth. He decided to draw more moans from her unconscious form. Even asleep, the Avatar knew how to entice him. She was too beautiful to resist. And after he’s waited so long, he deserved to take her apart the way he always thought he could. This first violation was only one step in his conquest of her. Her body belonged to him now, and soon, her mind and power—the almighty Avatar  itself—would be his to own. 

To  destroy.

His hips snapped into her at the thought. Amon’s teeth found her shoulder, biting hard. She would know what he had done once she wakes up. The thought is enough to make him kiss along her neck. In an almost mockingly gentle fashion, his hand wraps around her throat. He can feel her chi, her spirit, the  Avatar in her body. He pressed down slightly, feeling the chi in the air around him crackle with anticipation. He could only assume if pushed hard enough the Avatar state would awaken. His grip loosened, mouth coming to her neck instead. 

“I wonder if you can hear me,” He mused. His hips ground into her harshly. “I know your past lives can.”

 And there’s nothing they can do about it. The Avatar, in all her power, even with her mythical status, was easily abducted and violated. By the sons of a man the Avatar took everything from. Amon moaned at the thought. This revenge was too perfect. Soon, everything would fall into place. The older man’s hips found a steady rhythm. Throaty moans erupted from the Avatar. He couldn’t help the feeling of pride that came with it. He was close now, watching her sleeping face contort to what he did to her body. Another beautiful sound came from her. 

“You’ve always wanted this, haven’t you? My Avatar.”

His pace picks up, stamina still not waning. He was lucky to have so much energy considering the trek up the mountain isn’t kind, even to bloodbenders. He kisses her feverishly, biting on her lip until iron meets his tongue. It isn’t a large bite, just enough to bleed. Amon’s tongue swipes across her mouth. The taste is all too familiar. What he could never stop tasting. He could always taste the blood in his own body. And now the Avatar is close. She’s almost—

He closes his eyes, the face of his father appearing before him. The years of abuse, of torture, of self mutilation and destructive tendencies were finally giving way to what Noatak had always wanted but never had. His vision turned white with realization.

“Avatar…” Amon finally groans for a final time, coming inside the girl. She comes just after he does. With his hold on her, of course. He still forced himself inside her a few more times, finally spent and softening. He lay inside the girl, breath heavy at the sight of her body.

Amon chuckled. 

“You’ll never escape me.”

He hummed to himself, hands still roaming the Avatar’s nude form. His thoughts turned to his followers. Unbeknownst to virtually everyone in Republic City, they were working diligently with the technology Hiroshi Sato had provided them. They were on the cusp of revolution. 

The city would be overtaken soon, the final preparations being laid. He had dozens of followers infiltrate the United Forces. They were now waiting for his signal to sabotage their vessels. Explosives had been discretely planted under the harbor the United Forces and the entirety of the Republic City police force would be.

No help would come. 

Great machines Sato had been tinkering with for months had finished their test runs. They would be put to use when dissent for the new regime cropped up. All that would need to happen now to leave the city in his control was Tarrlok.

Once Tarrlok fulfilled his end of the bargain, the city, the Avatar, was  his. 

~*~*~

“Has she been eating?” Katara asked Tenzin. 

“She’s not had much of an appetite,” Tenzin sighed. “We’ve been trying to give her treats, too, but she just won’t budge.” 

Katara nodded. Naga sat sulking at Korra’s bed. A small whine escaped her. Tenzin’s face grew contemplative. 

“She misses Korra that much.” Katara held her son’s arm in a short embrace. Tenzin gave a small smile at the gesture. She then approached Korra’s nightstand. She opened the drawer, finding a plethora of hair ties, a few pairs of pants, a shirt, and some mismatched socks. Naga perked up, sniffing excitedly and toppling Katara over to stick her nose in the drawer. 

“Mother, are you alright?!” Tenzin rushed to Katara, helping her up immediately. Katara brushed some of Naga’s fur off her parka. 

“I’m alright. Thank you, Tenzin.” Her smiled reached her eyes, before she glanced over at Naga, still sniffing noisily in the nightstand. She pulled out one of Korra’s shirts, pressing her large, wet nose to it. A gross looking imprint formed. Naga sniffed the ground around the shirt, then darted down the hallway, yipping. Tenzin and Katara both chuckled. Until it struck them. They shared a look, both wide eyed.

“It still smells like Korra,” Tenzin breathed softly. “She can find her.”

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          I felt like I had to break this up into 4 chapters, as there's a lot of ground I like to cover. I hope to release the last chapter sooner than I released this one. Any and all feedback is appreciated.

        




4. IV


    
    
   Days earlier 


Councilwoman Fuyuko closed the door behind Tarrlok’s office gently. He’d bought her lie about needing a day off to visit family. She exhaled, pinching the bridge of her nose. Han had been difficult to track down and the trek to interrogate him wouldn’t be easy. But at  least  they could shake him down for a few answers. He was Tarrlok’s close assistant for over ten years and he abruptly decided to skip town. Just after the Avatar disappeared. Fuyuko’s eyes shifted to Tarrlok’s office. 

The man left Republic City barely two weeks after the Avatar was abducted. He seemed all too eager to leave the city, hardly even saying ‘goodbye’ on his last day. His hasty leave left her suspicious. ‘Family emergency’ was his excuse, one she didn’t buy. Han had always been a lonely little man, given the fact he stayed up with Tarrlok most nights to help. Over a decade of this consistency left her—and the rest of the council—perplexed. Something spooked him. But what could have frightened him enough to abandon a well paying job in the heart of the city he called home? Yes, Tarrlok wasn’t easy to work with, but Han put up with far worse over the years. What changed? What did Han know?

Whatever the reason, she knew Tarrlok was acting  strange.  He’d seemed distracted when talking to her. Whether or not he knew more about the Avatar’s disappearance… Well, they could talk with Han. Hopefully he had answers Tarrlok wouldn’t give.

Fuyuko took one last glance at the councilman’s office door. A pit settled in her stomach.

Her pace became brisk, footsteps echoing through City Hall. Coming outside, irritation flickered across her face. Damn it, the weather in the paper hadn’t called for snow. It was her own fault for not anticipating it. Winter made its presence known just days after the Avatar had been abducted. Her shoulders shuddered. A small flame flickered from her hands. She’d never been a particularly talented bender. Trying to hone her skills never appealed to her. She preferred diplomacy as a weapon over flames or fists. 

Impressions in the snow trailed behind her as she shuffled to a stalled car parked in a small alleyway across from City Hall. She got in on the passenger side, exhaling loudly as she faced the driver. 

“He bought it,” Fuyuko offered a small smile. “You have Han’s address, right?”

“Of course,” Lin Beifong said brusquely. Fuyuko nodded. Lin’s bluntness was something she appreciated after dealing with Tarrlok. “Let’s go. We have a long drive ahead of us. The snow is only going to get worse.”

~*~*~

Han was a simple man.

He supposed that made his life more bearable. Even as a child he'd never been particularly ambitious or competitive. He was unlike his brothers in this way. Passivity was his mother’s disposition, and being the youngest of four, Han often found himself emulating her. He was the same, shy Han even this late into his life. He preferred simplicity in most things. The food he’d cook, the clothes he wore, the way he walked. Han was not a leader, nor did he have the drive necessary to make himself greater than he was. He had known this about himself for a long time. It was his nature to avoid conflict. 

Which was why, when given the opportunity, he left Republic City as fast as he could.

The Equalist threat left Han anxious about his prospects. He wasn’t a bender, but he didn’t buy into the movement. As a self-made success, Han saw most “Equalists” as jaded fools who thought they could solve their problems by venting their anger out on innocent people. It wasn’t a new phenomenon.

He had some run-ins many years ago with Equalist conspirators at non-bender bars. They were all-too-eager to indoctrinate the young, vulnerable, and angry. He was completely uninterested in what they were selling. Like many cults, they prided themselves on being a ‘solution’ to a ‘problem’. Violence that increased since the Avatar’s arrival only affirmed Han’s view. He hated being looked down on as weak or disenfranchised just for not having bending. He was living a fine life, no thanks to those thugs. 

Oh well. That didn’t matter now.

Han hummed to himself, tea warming up on the gas stove in the recently purchased apartment he lived in. One of those fancy new ‘high-rises’ located in Hsi An, a bustling Earth Kingdom city just north of Zaofu. He counted himself lucky he didn’t have to worry about his old job anymore. Twelve years of service—working late nights, missing birthdays and the solstice on more than one occasion, dealing with Tarrlok’s irritable moods—had paid off, albeit in a way he hadn’t expected. He could comfortably retire and enjoy the many,  many luxuries of his new life. Still humming, Han turned on the new radio he bought the other day. A jaunty tune echoed brightly in the morning air. A slight breeze found its way through the balcony door. Sunlight trickled in slowly, misty and luminescent.

Life was good.

Loud, sharp knocks interrupted the early tranquility of the day. Han’s head snapped to his front door, startled. His gaze turned anxious, uncertainty settling in his small frame. Who could that be? He hadn’t even told his former employer where he moved. More abrasive knocks pounded against the door. Han approached slowly, hand fumbling on the knob. 

He opened the door a crack when Lin Beifong and Councilwoman Fuyuko stormed in. His heart thudded in his chest.

“Miss Beifong! Councilwoman!” He squeaked out.

Lin Beifong squared him with a stare that left his knees wobbling. 

“Um, would you like some tea? I have a new blend that helps wi—”

“Thank you, Han, but that won’t be necessary.” Councilwoman Fuyuko sat down on the small couch against the wall of his living room. Her head bowed slightly as she noticed at his furnishings. “My, what expensive taste, Han.”

Han swallowed. 

“Th-thank you, Councilwoman,” He murmured, avoiding Beifong’s harsh glare. “Um, I don’t mind the company, but now isn’t a great ti—”

Beifong’s hand slammed on his shoulder, forcing him to sit in one of the comfortable new chairs he bought. She loomed over him, stony and unwavering.

“We have questions for you.”

Han fidgeted slightly at the memory of the cold expression his former boss gave him, sliding a large envelope across his desk. With a measured tone, the councilman imparted the importance of  discretion.  Upon opening the envelope, Han found enough money to retire five times over. Councilman Tarrlok had given one of those all-too-familiar cocked eyebrows. 


   “If you would like, I can give you a letter of recommendation for any work you’d like outside the city.”  


Tarrlok’s cold eyes narrowed. Han meekly nodded, shoulders trembling. He left that day, leaving his letter of resignation hastily scrawled across a napkin and dropped off on Tarrlok’s desk. 

“Um,” Han balked. Things were becoming complicated, despite his adherence to simplicity. “About what?”

“The night of the Avatar’s disappearance.”

~*~*~


   Present 


“Councilman, why did you neglect the Avatar’s polar bear-dog as a lead in your search efforts?”

Tarrlok blinked, Katara and Tenzin looking none too pleased in front of his desk. They had just stomped into his office. Katara’s accusatory visage seemed to cleave through the little distance between them. Truth be told, he completely forgot about the animal. He cursed himself quietly, knowing this would be difficult to snake-weasel out of. Tarrlok cleared his throat, pen suspended in the middle of the paperwork he was finishing for the disbandment of the task force. 

“Oh,” He uttered, searching for a plausible excuse. “Well, as a witness to the Equalist abduction, I thought it best not to have an uncontrollable and large animal as a liability. And with the leads we’ve been accumulating and Saikhan’s leadership, I didn’t think it would be necessary.” 

The words sounded weak, even to himself. Katara’s eyes bored into him, frown deepening.

“Really.”

If the earth beneath him swallowed him right now, he wouldn’t complain. The pen he held clattered to his desk, a sigh escaping him.

“I understand your frustrations, Grand Lotus,” He met her dismissive gaze with a practiced sincere-enough expression. “I know Korra’s disappearance has left everyone on edge. I  assure  you, I’ve exhausted as many resources as I can in trying to locate her and the Equalist movement.”

“All resources but Naga.” She retorted.

“An oversight that I apologize for,” The words came out pressured and hurried. Tenzin bristled at the tone he took. “With the United Forces arriving, I’m sure the Avatar will be found, Grand Lotus. After all, they  do  have more time, resources and manpower at their disposal.”

The passive-aggressive remark left Tenzin with an eerily similar expression to Katara. Both sporting deep frowns, he was struck by the resemblance. 

“Tarrlok, this is more than an oversight,” Tenzin asserted. “Naga can smell Korra and track her. We can find her.”

Tarrlok’s face remained deceptively neutral, despite the spike in his racing thoughts. He put on a pleased expression. Blood roared in his ears. 

“I see. By all means, feel free to pursue this. My hands are tied,” He shrugged noncommittally, gesturing to the paperwork he was in the middle of. “The task-force is disbanding and the investigation into Avatar Korra’s disappearance will be in the hands of the United Forces in a few days. I’m afraid I can’t offer more help than I already have.”

Katara glanced at her son. His face was the shade of his pants. Her nose wrinkled in a Tenzin-esque way.

“What are you hiding?”

Tenzin looked bewildered by what his mother said, anger switching to confusion instantly. Tarrlok’s stupefied expression quickly turned into one of authentic confusion—as authentic as he could manage, while steadying the beating of his heart. His physiological reaction to her accusation would be a dead-ringer if she picked up on it. He wouldn’t let her. 

“I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about,” He said slowly. “I understand you’re frustrated. I am, too. But don’t take my lack of results as apathy.”

“I don’t think you’re apathetic,” She countered. “I think you aren’t being honest.”

His heart fell out of his ass. Tarrlok tried— tried —to tamper his physiological response to the barb. Unsure of the efficacy of meddling with his heart, Tarrlok cleared his throat. 

“I assure you, Grand Lotus. I have nothing to hide. An unsuccessful investigation is, while frustrating, not uncommon,” He spoke evenly, measured cadence keeping him from bolting out his office window. “I do not appreciate baseless accusations.”

Tenzin appeared mildly embarrassed while Katara fixed him with that searing glare. 

“Mother,” Tenzin murmured. “Let’s go. We’re not going to get through to him.”

Katara’s skeptical stare didn’t waver. 

“This is not over, councilman.”

Tarrlok could hardly believe how shit his luck was. 

“Of course, Grand Lotus. If you have any more concerns, I would advise you speak with Chieftain Unalaq. He is the man who appointed me to this position, and will address anything else that comes to mind,” Tarrlok’s voice stayed level, even with the gnawing feeling in his gut. “If you two are done  baselessly accusing me of wrong-doing, I have paperwork to finish. I do hope that lead turns up something.”

Katara harrumphed. He was reminded of older women in his village who got this ornery as a boy. Tarrlok wondered briefly if the South and the North were not so disparate after all. Tenzin, red-faced out of embarrassment this time, guided the geriatric woman out of his office. The doors closed behind them and he nearly collapsed the moment they did. 

He rubbed his palms into his eyes. Spirits. What was he supposed to do? That damn dog would ruin everything if this got out. If, he reminded himself.  If, if, if. After two months of Korra being his captive, there was no chance she still smelled like whatever they had to track her down with. She had to smell like him, like the basement and the cage she was in. Yes, he convinced himself, the harsh winter winds on the mountain had to have scattered her scent. Time was on his side for once. There was little to no possibility her scent would be traceable from how much time had passed. Not to mention the harsh weather of the mountain disrupting any attempts at locating her. 

Tarrlok rubbed his wrist absentmindedly, focusing on breathing techniques his mother taught him. Tui and La. Ebb and flow. In and out. 

He glanced out his office window, seeing the peak of the mountains miles away. His thoughts turned to Noatak. Amon, now. His breathing stilled for a moment, pulse racing through his wrist.  It isn’t my fault. I had no choice.  

Tui and La. Ebb and flow. In and out. His breathing steadied.  It is not my fault, the image of his brother bending their father back in agony as fresh as the day it happened.  It is not my fault, Korra’s dejected expression when he first made advances on her.  It is not my fault, the unwanted image of Noatak, his protector and the one person he thought he could depend on violating the Avatar at her most vulnerable.

What he likely had already done to Korra.

Tarrlok’s stomach churned unpleasantly. Nausea rippled through him. Unable to stop himself, the light bowl of congee he had for breakfast stained his desk and everything on it.

~*~*~

Naga whined, coming to a halt at the base of the mountains overlooking Republic City. Her head swiveled confusedly, tilting. She sniffed incessantly, nose scraping the dirt. The animal whined again, plopping down. 

Katara and Tenzin slid off the saddle she wore. Katara gave Naga a consoling head pat, fishing some seal jerky from her satchel. 

“You did good, girl,” She scratched behind Naga’s ears gently. Naga’s tongue flopped out, smearing drool across Katara’s face. A chuckle bubbled up from the old woman. “Easy girl! The jerky tastes better than I do.”

Naga eagerly sniffed at the jerky Katara held out. She gobbled it up noisily. Tenzin craned his neck, trying to get a glimpse of the top of the mountain. Being at the base of them, he couldn’t. A frown found him. 

“Mother,” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “This is where Korra’s scent ends. It’s been two months. If she's up there…”

Korra had her fire-bending, sure, but the mountains weren’t kind to anyone, even the Avatar. His thoughts raced. Food would be an issue for her. Finding water wouldn’t. If she had the means to feed herself, that’d leave a sign. She’d need to build a camp if she was up there. That would surely leave a trace.

But that begged the question: Why was Korra’s scent leading to the mountains in the first place? And if she did have the means to hunt and sent up a camp, why would she do that instead of coming home? Could she have frozen out there? The worst images came to mind for him.  If Amon had taken her bending, the cold would have gotten to her. He dreaded the idea that whatever had happened to Korra would leave her cold, buried under feet of snow. Katara seemed to sense her son’s unease. She stopped petting Naga, offering a consoling look to him. 

“Korra’s tough. If Naga could track her here, that means whoever took Korra passed through the mountains. Now we know she can’t be in the city,” Her gaze drifted to towering peaks of rock and ice. Tenzin sighed, shoulders tense. Katara observed her son intently, bright eyes illuminated by the afternoon sun. “Your colleague dropped the ball on this, Tenzin.”

Tenzin bristled, eyebrows raised. 

“It’s been frustrating me,” His tone became colder. “He’s been acting so strange lately. The other day, he stationed all metal-benders around the ports for when the United Forces arrive. I can’t, for the life of me, understand why he did that just hours after telling you how capable the police force in this city is.”

Katara seemed deep in thought. Tension built at Tenzin’s shoulders, somewhat wishing he’d have someone as strong as Lin to pummel his aching, sore back. He sighed, coming to Naga and petting her head.

“You did good.” He echoed his mother’s words, scratching behind her ear. She licked his hand happily. 

“Tenzin,” Katara’s voice broke the gentle silence. “Why would Tarrlok do that?”

Her son shrugged, brow furrowing in thought. 

“I thought it strange,” His hand traced patterns in Naga’s fur, breath coming out in misty puffs. “I’ve been thinking about what he said. It didn’t make much sense when he was so adamant about not getting the United Forces involved. I’m not sure what to make of it.”

Tenzin frowned, shaking his head. 

“Maybe I’m overthinking things.”

Katara came to his side, her fingers rubbing along Naga’s snout. 

“I don’t think you are.”

Tenzin’s grey eyes met bright blue. Naga barked. 

The mountain winds whistled lowly in the afternoon sun. Snow began to fall, white flecks dotting Tenzin and Katara. Naga craned her neck upward, tongue flopping out in excitement at the sight of snow. She yipped playfully. Tenzin and Katara shared a look. 

“We should tell Korra’s family what we’ve found,” Tenzin’s hand came to pet Naga once more, face somber. “Tonraq will want to search right away. This weather won’t make things easy.”

Katara gave a nod.

“Whatever the truth is,” She said gently. “We’re going to find out, Tenzin. Together.”

He nodded, jaw clenched in worry. 

“I hope you’re right.”

~*~*~

Tonraq started crying when Tenzin and Katara told him and Senna what they had found. Senna, who had been uncharacteristically quiet and forlorn, was livid. 

“Is  that  why he put us in hotels? So  he’d feel less guilty about not getting our daughter back?!” Senna exclaimed, fists clenched in fury. An expensive pillow met her ire, Senna frustratedly throwing it against a wall. Tenzin shrunk back, not used to seeing her rage. Katara wasn’t expecting Senna to be the angrier of the couple, but given her position, she couldn’t blame her. 

“They got a two month head start,” Tonraq’s dismayed voice interrupted Senna’s unbridled anger. “Wherever she is, they’ve had two months to cover their tracks, hide any evidence.”

He palmed tears away, slumped and shivering. Senna’s anger became a mournful frown, coming to her husband’s side and rubbing his shoulders consolingly. 

“Why is this happening?” He couldn’t help asking, not expecting an answer. “I knew it was a bad idea for her to leave. I thought she’d need to spread her wings but—! The second I take my eyes off her, this happens.”

Senna kissed his temple.

“This isn’t your fault,” Her tone was gentle and understanding. “Now we know she can’t be in the city. We can try to find her.”

Tonraq hugged Senna tightly, large arms engulfing her small frame. Her hand came to stroke his hair. Senna’s head turned to Katara and Tenzin.

“Thank you both. I can’t say how much we appreciate your help,” She gave a small smile—one that looked exactly like the ones Korra would give. “The United Forces are arriving soon, right?”

Tenzin nodded. 

“Yes, they’ll be arriving in three days. When they do, I’m sure they’ll be eager to follow this and start looking.”

Tonraq brushed away more tears, Senna kissing his forehead. 

“There’s hope,” She murmured to her husband, rubbing his back gently. Senna turned to Tenzin and Katara, newfound determination in her voice. “Do you think it’s possible the Red Lotus had some involvement?”

A sharp, blunt knock at the door interrupted the doleful atmosphere. Tenzin cautiously opened the door. 

Lin Beifong barged in, her frown and knitted eyebrows immediately alerting everyone. 

“Lin, where have you been?” Tenzin asked. “I called a few times and never got an answer.”

She squared him with a familiar expression. It was the same face she had at his father’s funeral. Troubled, uncertain, somber. Lin looked from him, to Katara, to Korra’s parents. 

“I tracked down Tarrlok’s assistant for answers.”

Her hands trembled at her sides, something that put Tenzin on edge immediately. Lin’s brow furrowed, tell-tale anger laid bare. A shaky breath left her, voice wavering in a way so unlike her. 

“Tarrlok kidnapped Korra.”

~*~*~

The next few days were a whirlwind of paperwork, preparation, and a pleasant reprieve of Tenzin and Katara’s presence. Tarrlok wondered briefly if Katara’s presence, even minor, was a sign from the Spirits that no matter how far he ran, he couldn’t escape what he reaped. He’d glanced at the moon the other night, the waxing gibbous taunting him. The man shook the thought away. No, he wouldn’t fall into superstition now. Not when he was almost through with this, not when he’d already made that bargain with N—Amon.

It was too late to turn back now. Even if he wanted to, he knew he couldn’t fold under the pressure. Years of living with Yakone had taught him that. He’d always found a way to make things work. Always. It didn’t matter what he may have wanted. He made his choice. 

Today was the day. The United Forces would be at the harbor in barely an hour. His nerves had nearly gotten the better of him at a few points. The pressure he was under had left him unable to feed Korra or offer water for the past few days. Tarrlok’s brow furrowed, beyond displeased at the thought. She didn’t deserve to be hungry, thirsty, and cold. Not to mention what his brother had wanted from her. He hadn’t seen her since that night. Though only a few days had passed, his stomach lurched at the thought of what their next encounter would be like.

 Tarrlok considered what to do next, as he had for the past three days. The United Forces would be searching the outskirts of the city first. He estimated about a day (at most) for the amount of men they’d have on the ground. The ominous cage in his basement would have to be moved. He could encase it in the snow to be able to move it. As for Korra, though… 

He buried his head in his hands. The man groaned, imagining her gaunt figure and tired eyes. This was the last thing he’d wanted. He did have other property, but none that were easy to reach in under a day’s time. He’d mulled over his options the past few days, none seeming ideal. The best shot he had outside of Republic City was a small hut in the Earth Kingdom. He’d need papers for travel. 

A few years back, Tarrlok made a few forged documents that could fool even a seasoned officer. There were a few commoner’s clothes he could slip into. He’d wear his hair differently and pass as an immigrant moving to the Earth Kingdom. Once he arrived at the hut, he could keep Korra unconscious, bend the snow-encased-cage inside, and lay her in it. She’d be safe, far away from his brother, while still not being able to rat on him. From there, he’d try to figure out a long-term solution.

Tarrlok’s stomach twisted unpleasantly, thinking about his last resort in the cabin. He hated that, even with all his planning and preparation, this was his  best idea. Teeth gnawed at the inside of his cheek. The memory of his breakfast staining one of his favorite coats a few days prior steadied him. Nausea threatened to stain this one, as he considered the faults in this plan. The patrol could arbitrarily decide to inspect what he was hauling; The United Forces could catch him mid transfer; Amon could follow him and snatch Korra away while he was at work, dozens of miles away. And this wasn’t even taking into account the time he’d have to take off work out of the city, the days he’d have to spend every week with her. His absence would arouse suspicion, and he’d have to come up with excuses that didn’t sound too rehearsed or too far-fetched. 

Tarrlok’s thoughts flitted to a more indulgent idea that had been popping up every now and then. He knew it was, at best, a fantasy. Not something he could act on, especially if he wanted to keep up appearances and not draw suspicion. Still, the fantasy was enticing, and one he’d seriously considered at least once:

Elope with the Avatar, keep her by his side, leave behind everything for a life of travelling with the most powerful woman in the world as his companion. He imagined the prospect so vividly his heart skipped a beat. He pictured her nestled in his arms every morning; the smell of amaranthine tea clouding the kitchen; sunlight spilling across her beautiful smile. Cheeks warmed, a dangerous satisfaction with the idea seeping into his thoughts.


   No one has to know. 


His eyes darted around his office, as though someone somewhere could intuit his very thoughts.

 No one will   ever    find out. 

Shamefully, Tarrlok realized he was at half-mast, the thoughts in his mind embarrassingly taking hold in his body. The guilt that normally accompanied these thoughts was strangely absent, a development that worried him to no end. His most unconscionable thoughts were at the forefront of his mind, spinning off into threads that indulged in urges he’d been fighting tooth and nail not to give into. Resolutely, he squared those thoughts away and willed his body’s base response to cease.  Focus, he reminded himself.  Focus, and get through this. 

He glanced at the clock. Spirits. It was already time for the weekly council meeting. 

Tarrlok sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. He’d been savoring Tenzin’s absence—his wife was having issues with her pregnancy, from what he’d heard—and that would end shortly. Not like he could avoid the man forever. The bitter taste of their last interaction lingered. Better to get it over with while he still had some resolve. He exited his office, and before long, sat at his usual seat at the council table. Saikhan was present, likely to smooth over some of the logistics of handing the reins of the investigation over to the United Forces. 

Fuyuko was the last to arrive, finally plopping down in her chair in a perturbed manner. He wanted to raise an eyebrow at her agitation, but he figured to let sleeping polar bear-dogs lie. Tenzin, seated across from him, seemed as agitated as Fuyuko. He had that clenched jaw (one he’d seen hundreds of times over the last decade) Tarrlok often invoked to trip him up during council meetings. Of course, since the United Forces were arriving today, Tenzin felt Tarrlok was a worthy conduit for his ire. He feigned nonchalance, musing to himself that Tenzin may be right to blame him. Not that he’d ever know. 

“First order of business,” Tarrlok chirped, ignoring the heated, angry stare Tenzin was giving him, “The United Forces will arrive shortly. The investigation into the Avatar’s disappearance will be their responsibility.”

Saikhan nodded, stone-faced as he rattled off the necessary intel to hand to the United Forces. In the midst of delegation, Tarrlok noted Fuyuko seemed to be staring daggers at him. He tensed, wondering briefly why she was boring through him. Tarrlok’s thoughts came to the days off she had. Nearly all were the same days Tenzin had been absent in the past week. He glanced between the two. Their gazes were equally resentful, scornful, pissed the fuck off. Too late he realized Tenzin’s stare wasn’t one of usual annoyance or irritation, but of abject hatred. 

His stomach sank when he felt a presence behind him.

Tarrlok swallowed thickly, standing abruptly. Before he could say anything, the familiar  whoosh  of metal cable around skin—his wrists, bound together—broke the heavy silence. Beifong gave him the coldest stare he’d ever seen. 

“What is the meaning of this?!” He sounded as outraged and furious as he could, swiftly turning so his back was to the wall, facing Beifong. Tenzin and Fuyuko stood in their bending stances. Saikhan, stunned as much as Tarrlok was, interjected. 

“What is going on?! Beifong, release the councilman this instant! I can have you brought up on wrongful imprisonment if you don’t! And you two, what are you—”

Beifong shot a brutally icy glare at the man. Her voice rang loud and clear.

“Councilman Tarrlok, you are under arrest for the abduction of Avatar Korra, providing a false statement to police, and bribery.”

“What proof do you have?! This is completely unwarranted!” He snarled, heart beating wildly in his chest.

Only a moment later, his questions were answered when Han,  the little rat bastard,  shyly shuffled out from behind Beifong like a child would with his mother.

“We have an eye witness,” Beifong barked, shoving the tiny man forward. “A written statement he’s signed, stating he saw you  bloodbend the Avatar the night she disappeared.”

Astonishment colored the other two council members and Saikhan. 

“It’s over.”

Tarrlok blinked rapidly, head spinning at how quickly everything was falling apart. Over a decade of labor, of delicate planning, of late nights in his office, of time wasted trying to fix things, flashed before him. His mouth became dry, ringing in his ears as the rest of the council began arguing, shouting, Saikhan begrudgingly tightened the cables around his wrists, a cacophony of voices overlapping in his ears. He shattered as he realized there was only one thing he could do to escape.

An enormous  BOOM  erupted in the distance. An eerie, terrified silence blanketed the council hall.

Tarrlok’s heart sank even further, realizing now what his role in his brother’s plans were. 

“What was that?” Tenzin said quietly, glancing anxiously at the high windows that lined the council building. Saikhan and Beifong exchanged a look, Saikhan shoving Tarrlok to her and rushing out the large doors to see what was going on. Tarrlok winced as Beifong tightened the metal around his skin enough to hurt. Han let out a miserable little whimper. 

Saikhan’s strangled, pained scream came barely a second after he disappeared from sight. Beifong immediately raised a stone wall from the council floor, barricading the doors. Fear mounted. Tarrlok was intimately aware of how fast everyone’s hearts were beating. He could feel everyone’s panic, terror, anxiety. Beifong, even being as strong as she was, trembled slightly.

“I knew I shouldn’t have come back!” Han’s pathetic voice cut through the strained silence.

Glass shattered, splintering off into glittering shards. The windows were overrun with dark, masked figures. Equalists. Dozens of them crowded the vacant spots glass used to occupy. Han blubbered and screeched, trying to run and tripping over himself. 

Beifong gritted her teeth, and erected an enclosure around her, Han, and the rest of the council. Darkness swallowed them. The clamor of Equalists rushing down and trying to chip away at the stone soon took over. Beifong frowned deeply, raising another layer of earth to box them in together. Fuyuko cradled a flame from her palm. Beifong stomped on the ground, a tunnel opening beneath them. Han hiccupped loudly. 

“Be quiet.” Beifong smacked him on the back of his head. He did as she said, wiping away the last of his tears. 

She gestured to the tunnel sternly, raising a finger to her lips as she disappeared into it. The rest of the council soon followed, shuffling as quietly as possible in the small space. The tunnel she’d carved out was cramped until reaching the bottom. There, the opening fanned out and could comfortably fit all seven. Fuyuko rekindled her flame once at the bottom. Some part of Tarrlok wanted to wince at the dirt that now coated his hair and clothes. Beifong locked eyes with him, not even bothering to hide her utter disdain for him. He shriveled back, realizing  everyone  was looking at him with a mix of anger, fear, and hostility. The former police chief cleared her throat.

“Here’s the plan,” Her tone was grave, quiet as possible, eyes steely in the faint flicker of Fuyuko’s fire. “Councilmembers need to escape the city. Tenzin, don’t be a pacifist. I can get us to the city’s border. From there, call anyone, everyone, we need men on the ground, as many nations need to know about this as possible. As for you—”

Her harsh gaze zeroed in on Tarrlok once more. Beifong punched him so hard he felt dizzy. His eyes watered. He could feel his own blood rush to the spot she hit him, already bruising. Tenzin’s expression was remarkably less agitated now. He tasted iron, a small cut from his teeth grazing against his tongue. 

“I will deal with you myself, you  vile man.”

“Lin,” Tenzin interjected, voice weary. “We need him to tell us where Korra is. Don’t…” His hand came to rest on her shoulder. “Don’t do anything that will get you in trouble.”

Beifong reluctantly nodded. Another stomp and the earth shaped to her will, a winding tunnel appearing. Beifong shoved Tarrlok in front of her, nearly tripping him in the process. He caught himself before he threw a scowl at her. He bit his tongue as she shoved him forward once more. Tarrlok couldn’t help but recognize the great pleasure she seemed to be taking in his degradation. 

“After you.”
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    “Can you turn around?”

Mako dutifully turned his head as his brother went to the bathroom. He wasn’t sure how much time had passed since that asshole Tarrlok had them thrown in jail. When he’d ask the guard outside their cell, she’d never answer. They didn’t have a window in the cell, either, so it wasn’t like he could tell the time that way. No money for bail meant they were stuck until trial or until someone else bailed them out. The familiar chatter in some of the other cells droned on.

Their predicament was sadly nostalgic. In the five years it had been since he occupied one of these cells, the food hadn’t gotten any better. 

He sighed. Korra hadn’t dropped by since the night he last saw her. Maybe she chose to go back to the south. It wouldn’t have surprised him if she did. Things had been tense in the city. She was probably off somewhere with Naga, wind blowing through her hair, eyes full of that determination and fire he liked so much.

Mako’s brows knitted together at the thought. Damn. However long he’d spent here and his attraction to Korra hadn’t wavered. His frown deepened, trying to remember Asami’s sweet smile, her beautiful laugh. Korra was all he could manage to think about. His eyes closed. The sound of piss hitting the bathroom-bucket filled the quiet cell. Maybe when this was all over, he could get a cup of tea with Korra.

An earth-shattering BOOM shook Mako and Bolin’s cell. Bolin yelped, clutching his pants as piss stained the floor. Another explosion, thunderous and far too close, rounded off. Mako clutched the wall of his cell, tremors rumbling in the concrete. Dust shook from the ceiling, covering the floor generously. Concrete fell in chunks, Bolin bending away any that threatened Mako. An eerie stillness settled in the seconds that followed. Bolin adjusted himself, slipping back into his pants. 

Mako realized the bathroom-bucket had spilled everywhere. He grimaced. The smell was so strong he gagged. Fingers pinched his nose shut. The clamor of other inmates flooded the small hallway.

“What  was that?!”

Mako’s eyes stood fixed on their cell door, now mangled and bent from the force of the explosion. Debris and dust littered the floor. Experimentally, Mako shoved the cell door open. Craning his neck, he saw no guards down the hall. At least two inmates had a similar idea to him, cautiously looking for any sign of police. He stopped pinching his nose, the smell less intense in the hallway. Mako’s head swiveled back to Bolin, motioning him to follow. Not taking any chances, flames whirled in his hand. Whatever was happening was bad news, he was sure of it. 

“Hey! Get me out of here, fire boy! The cell door is jammed!” A gruff looking inmate shouted at him. Mako shot him an uneasy look. Bolin looked guilty, and stopped Mako. He gestured towards the cell and Mako reluctantly nodded. Wordlessly, Bolin raised a disk of earth and smashed it against the lock. The metal creaked open and the gruff looking man scampered away, running up the staircase that led to the precinct. The only other inmates seemed to follow in his footsteps, rushing after each other to escape. Coming down the hallway, Mako blinked in astonishment seeing Asami in one of the cells.

“Asami!”

Her eyes lit up when she saw him. Dust covered her hair and clothes, debris scattered haphazardly in half of the cell, but thankfully she seemed to be unharmed. Her cell door was similarly mangled to Mako and Bolin’s. Bolin followed uneasily behind Mako, smiling when he saw the heiress. The earth-bender shoved the door open and helped her out of the cell. She threw her arms around Mako in a tight embrace. Mako stiffened slightly, guiltily remembering he and Asami were indeed a couple. The fire-bender reciprocated, albeit more restrained than her. 

“Asami!” Bolin echoed excitedly, excitement becoming confusion. “You’re here? We thought you were bailed out a while ago.” 

“Dad never bothered bailing me out. I guess that bridge is burned,” Her lips screwed to the side in a frown. Even with how heavy the implication was, her face and tone turned to concern for their current circumstances. “You guys heard that, right? What’s happening?”

“I’m not sure. There aren’t any guards stationed here. They usually have one, at least. Something’s up.”

“No kidding,” Bolin chirped, dusting debris off his shirt. “We should stick together. It sounds pretty bad out there.”

Another blast further off in the distance. The three exchanged glances.

“The sewers should be safe,” Bolin had a serious expression. Asami’s face scrunched up. Mako nodded. “Only hobos like it down there. Pretty chill, honestly.”

His remark earned small smiles from Mako and Asami, despite the circumstances. Mako nodded again, gesturing for them to follow him. Thoughts anxiously turned to Korra. He hoped against hope that she was safe with Tenzin and his family. The image of her bright smile and boisterous laugh calmed his nerves. She was  Korra. Practically indestructible and unshakeable.  She’s fine,  He convinced himself, taking a deep breath. He ignored the seed of doubt weighing him down, and doubly ignored the ever-mounting explosions taking over the city. He repeated two thoughts over and over like a prayer.


   We’ll be fine. 



   She’ll be fine. 


~*~*~

Tarrlok inevitably blood-bent the entire group unconscious. He endured hours of crawling through dirt and Beifong’s and Tenzin’s endless comments about him. While he wasn’t eager to blood-bend, their degrading words made it easier. The moment they were on the surface outside the city borders, tired and anxious but alive, Tarrlok forced them all to faint. He had debated making them fall unconscious in the first hour of crawling through the earth, but then he’d be trapped underground with a bunch of people who hated him until they either woke up or ran out of oxygen. He wasn’t sure which outcome he preferred. 

The landscape was awash with winding stalks of grass. They lazily shifted in the night breeze. The sky seemed darker than he thought it’d be at this time of night. That was when he realized the darkness blanketing the sky wasn’t the typical indigo of the night sky. No, the dark, murky black spreading in the air was deeper, completely snuffing out any light from the stars. Dread and apprehension settled on his shoulders. A devastating eruption boomed distantly. Hesitantly, slowly, he turned around.

Colossal billows of smoke rose from the city. 

He laughed at the sight, sinking to his knees. Laughter turned into a strange, hoarse noise that didn’t really sound like him. The strange noise turned into quiet sniffles, the soft  patter  of tears on the ground.

How had he been so stupid? Even if Amon was Noatak, even with the leverage he had against Tarrlok, he should have fought harder, or found some way to keep the patrols away from the ports. Should have thought things through more, of course Amon wouldn’t be sated with an encounter with Korra. How did he let himself believe that?

 Fool, He berated himself.

The dark plumes of smoke rising, endless crashes and explosions waged on. The din, even outside the city in this small grassy field, was deafening. His hands lay uselessly limp. In the brief seconds there were not terrible blasts carving fissures into Republic City, he could hear screams. Faint, petrified screams.

The sky, ominously aphotic, seemed to fill with more smoke than he ever thought possible. Curling out, stretching and smearing across the dark blue he was used to seeing from his office window.

Faintly, Tarrlok realized it was a full moon. He could feel the familiar, strong pull in his unconscious ex-colleagues, and even through the haze of the all-encompassing smoke, he could see its slight reflection in the water. Yue Bay looked as beautiful as ever, uncaring about the fire at her shores.

The mountains loomed distantly. 

There was nothing left for him in the city. 


   It’s over. 


The thought brought an eerie stillness with it. His life’s work had been undone in a few hours. Everyone he knew hated him or would hate him when they heard what he was. A criminal, tainted, dirty hands, a series of 'I always knew that guy was off’. No one would look at him the same. Everything he fought not to be didn’t matter anymore. The screams hadn’t stopped, nor had the gargantuan blasts. But his mind calmed, and with complete clarity, he saw a new path forged for himself.

Korra. 

His last resort: The spare identification, cash, and clothes he kept in some of the barrels in the cabin. 

 Just in case, he’d told himself at the time. It was a back-up in case of emergencies, in case anyone discovered who he was. He’d almost forgotten about it as he spent his years building a life for himself.

It would be enough to get them far, far away from Republic City.

He breathed deeply, knowing he was undoubtedly short on time. Amon hadn’t told anyone else where Korra was. The one silver lining in this entire mess. Still, he knew it was possible Amon had already taken her. It had been mid-day when the Equalists started attacking. Now, the sky was dark and illuminated by the moon through the thick haze of the ruined city. 

He knew what he had to do. 

His hands fidgeted, calling the water in Amaruq’s water-skin to him. He tensed the water, pulling it as taut as he could. With unparalleled precision, the metal cables around his wrists were cut loose. The man rubbed his tender, sore wrists resentfully. Beifong had never liked him much, and even without knowing the entire story, she treated him worse than any criminal who had ever crossed her. He took one last glance at his ex-colleagues. He couldn’t say he’d miss them. Maybe Han was the one he’d been closest with, but you can’t buy loyalty. Another mistake he shouldn’t have made.

The mountains in the distance grew closer. Snow began to fall the closer he came to them, and after what felt like hours of trekking through the cold, the silhouette of the cabin came into view. By that time, he was beyond tired, anxious, and manic. The moon was high in the sky and the smoke from Republic City buried any light that wasn’t from the raging fires that had started.

He concentrated for a moment, relieved beyond all measure when he felt Korra’s presence nestled where he had left her. Weak, as she was hungry, thirsty, and tired, no doubt. But she was here. Alive, safe. The door slammed open. Tarrlok had to gather everything quickly. He didn’t know where Amon was, what he’d do. The Equalists hadn’t succeeded in doing Yue-knows-what to the council. He recalled the dozens there had been, for the first time contemplating if stoking the flames of this conflict had been a bad move. A mistake he wouldn’t make again, he decided resolutely. 

Sifting through the few barrels in the first room, he discovered a few documents, clothes, and enough money to get him as far as he needed. The Earth Kingdom was huge, packed to the brim with people. He’d be able to disappear. Pick something up, likely hunting, to make a living. The clothes he had would undoubtedly be big on Korra, but he could find something more suitable for her once they settled down. In the meantime, he had a few sashes that could tie up the largest ones. Despite the circumstances, part of him liked the thought that Korra would be wearing his clothes. 

He chose a smaller nightshirt for her and the smallest pair of trousers he had—just by looking he knew it would require hemming. Tarrlok changed quickly. He freed his hair from his hair-ties slower than he’d liked. Short on time, energy, everything, he abandoned all but three ties, which he used to pull his hair into a low ponytail. Finally, he took a few deep breaths, deciding how to play this last part. After contemplating for a few moments, he nodded to himself. 

The wood of the basement door shivered when he opened it. The metal of her prison creaked when he pushed the door open. A volley of flame greeted him. He narrowly avoided his face being burnt, but the flames caught a few hair strands, singeing them. At first incredulous, he instinctively froze her with a twist of his finger. He examined her more closely and paled when he saw her expression. 

Raw, unbridled fury was nakedly etched across her visage. He took a half step back, betraying the confidence he had wanted to impart to her. Even with this troubling development, he steeled himself and decided to stick to his script. 

“Korra,” He took on the tone of a parent with a misbehaving child. “We do not have time for this. Equalists have taken over the city. It isn’t safe for you here anymore.”

The older man came to her frozen form, jabbing the back of her neck to block her chi. His finger uncurled and Korra collapsed in a heap. She stared up at him with blind hate. It gave him pause.  No, he thought,  No,  I will not be weak. Tarrlok swallowed his hesitance. 

“We need to go. Now. Amon will kill us if he has the chance. I have some clothes for you. You can change into them or I can do it for you.”

The threat made Korra spit at him. 

“Let him,” She was barely audible and it left him on the backfoot, grasping for some way to make her see reason. “He already got what he wanted from me. But  you already know that.”

Her words were chosen to make him feel immense guilt; His breath stuttered at the efficacy of this play. The clothes landed next to her as he shook his head. He guiltily avoided eye contact with her, opting to stare at the ground. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Korra trembled in the corner of his vision, and before he knew it, small sobs filled the basement. A shaky fist collided with metal. She couldn’t keep her voice steady.

“You’re the one who let him—” Korra kept stuttering, trying to force the words out. A stomach churning wail erupted from the girl, confirming his worst fears. “I wasn’t even  awake!”

He nearly retched up everything he’d eaten that day.

“After he—after what he did… Amon told me that you offered me up to save yourself,” Korra’s face grew wetter and wetter in the dim basement light. “Don’t pretend you care! Stop acting like you’re  innocent  in this!”

Tarrlok, for once, fell silent. Sweat began to line his palms under her hurt, betrayed glare. He didn’t have the words he needed for facing her. Years of wordsmithing, obfuscation, trickery, the most imperceptible sleight of hand possible, and none of it could aid him when he needed it most. The man could only stare, unblinking, as lost as the night Noatak left him in that storm. The wind of the mountain whistled lowly, the creaking wood of the cabin groaning. 

This was all his fault, and he knew nothing would change that. 

But a fresh start couldn’t hurt. 

Tarrlok knelt down, taking her face in his hands gently. She melted into the gesture, he could sense her relief at the warmth of another body. Dark lashes fluttered closed, tears staining her cheeks as he wiped them away.

“I’m sorry.”

His shadow soon swallowed her, taking her in a mournful embrace. Hiccuping, she clung to him tightly, burying her face in his chest as she sobbed. The moment stretched and time became lost to the two. He knew he didn’t have the time. He knew he should be forcing her to go  now  because this moment was a luxury they couldn’t afford. But Tarrlok couldn’t deny her this catharsis, meager as it was. The girl’s cries became identical to the tempestuous winds outside. The one comfort he could offer manifested as his hand smoothed over her hair, petting her trembling frame. Frail hands dug into his shirt more, fingers twisting around the fabric like letting go would kill her. A kiss pressed to her temple made her sob harder.

“I won’t let anything else happen to you. I promise.”

Korra pulled back, glassy-eyed and nonplussed. Tarrlok continued petting her hair.

“We’re going to leave and start a new life,” The words were hurried, terse, not as gentle when he said them aloud. “Forget everything. We can start over. We can leave this all behind.”

Korra’s confused expression turned back to that charged, undistilled loathing.

“You’re not—You’re not serious.” A hint of fear crossed her eyes, swimming with confusion and disbelief. 

“The city is gone. Amon’s burned it to the ground,” He choked out, tears brimming. “He knows about this place. We have to leave, Korra.”

At that, she began thrashing out of his hold—the lack of food and water made her struggle laughable.

“I’m not going anywhere! I have to help! Where’s Tenzin?! What happened?!”

Tarrlok steadied his breath, mimicking real sorrow. He had to use manipulation  one last time, he told himself, and once they lived their new life, he could be free of this horrible burden. One more lie and he’d never have to lie again. 

“He didn’t make it. The first blasts took out him and the rest of the council.”

He gestured to the mark on his cheek, wincing when his fingers grazed it. 

“I got this from the debris.”

The lie came as easily as breathing. Korra hit him as hard as she could. Compared to the bruise Beifong left on his face, it was nothing.

“I tried to tell him not to stay but he wanted to help,” He uttered. “I’m sorry. I could have stopped him. I should have. But I was a coward. I was weak.”

Korra searched his face for any tells, any hint this wasn’t true. To her untrained eye, all she could see was a painfully earnest expression of grief. She fell limp at the news, even more tears clouding her vision. The children—their young faces flashed in her mind, terrified of what could have happened to them, and Pema who was already about to give birth—Naga, Mako, Bolin, Asami, what had become of them? And her parents, what would they do without her? She couldn’t bear the thought, nearly hysterical as everything crashed down on her. 

“I can’t,” She babbled incoherently. “Mom and dad, my friends, they all need me. I can’t just leave them.”

Tarrlok shook his head, feigning despondence well enough to fool her. 

“Korra.”

Those wide, innocent eyes stared up at him. The older man could see everything she was thinking. Unabashed concern was all he could see. He cupped her face gently. 

“I will make things better. For us. You won’t have to worry ever again.”

With that, his lips scraped against hers in a feverish, possessive kiss. The older man pulled the girl as close to him as possible, not letting a breath escape her without his attention. Her heart raced, adrenaline rushing. The Avatar’s natural response to his promise was an unflinching NO. Shuddering in his grasp, he could feel every sign of resistance, anger, and desperation coursing through her. Korra was horrified by the idea. She struggled one final time, pushing him away and trying to escape.

Tarrlok twitched his finger and the girl fell unconscious. 

An irritable exhale left him. She had to make things so difficult, even as he promised her what he knew she would come to accept. Tarrlok planned to deliver on his promises even if it killed him. For now, he had to focus on the logistics of escape. Namely a disguise for her. He convinced himself it was easier this way. Waiting for her to stop fighting and acquiesce would waste precious time they were already short on. Her unconscious face stirred something he couldn’t name. 

Hair ties came loose first. The ex-councilman couldn’t help but admire how she looked with her hair down. He decided to leave it down for now. She could change the style once they boarded the nearest boat. Her armbands came off. 

Next came her clothes. Hands quickly removed her top and pants. The older man’s eyes glazed over, trying and failing to not ogle her. He assured himself he was clinically observing her and appraising her for any bruises from his brother. Tarrlok noted a few between her legs and a particularly nasty one on her neck. Her figure was rail thin, the faintest outline of her rib-cage peeking through her skin. The ugliest pang of shame washed over him. 


   I’ll make it up to you. 


Hands shaking, he put the too-large nightshirt and too-large pants on her. The sash from before wrapped around her waist three times, keeping the pants in place. Her boots were fine, though he’d need to get her new shoes as soon as possible. Something nicer. Practical, but elegant. He took a step back, staring at the sleeping girl on the ground. She looked different. Different enough to fool the average mouth-breather. Their clothes were piled together. He planned to freeze them under swaths of snow. The man slung them over his shoulder. Tarrlok then hoisted her onto his back, nodding to himself. It was time. The stairs creaked with the weight of the two. 

One last look around the cabin. Memories overlaid the shrieking wind outside. The storm had gotten worse. He’d fit every scrap of paper in his trousers and every bill he could scrounge up. The empty barrels and ominous cage were all that could hint at what happened. A deep inhale punctuated the gloom of the old, creaking structure.

Korra would learn to enjoy life with him. She’d adjust. If the past two months had taught him anything, it was that patience was necessary with her. He could handle whatever she threw at him, because in the end, she would come around to his perspective. Tarrlok knew she would. Who knows? Maybe they could start a family of their own. A family that wouldn’t ever be torn apart. The image of the girl swollen with his child came to him. His face grew embarrassingly warm at the prospect. 

No one would ever know what really happened to Korra. She would disappear into history, solely known as a lost link in the cycle of Avatars. He couldn’t save his reputation or career. It was something he’d slowly come to terms with over the past few hours. But Korra, under his safekeeping, would be known forever as the girl never found. She could live a life free from pressure, free from everything he’d been weighed down by. A fresh start. A new beginning.

Just like the good old days.

Tarrlok finally opened the door to the cabin. He shrugged the clothes off his shoulder. A flick of his wrist and they were wrapped in ice. The ex-councilman surveyed the steep drop not too far from the cabin and decided that would be a good spot for them. The sheet of ice slid across the snow. A faint  thud  informed him when the sheet reached the snowy bottom. He peeked over the edge and willed an enormous heap of snow to bury the evidence. Tarrlok’s shoulders loosened up, and with Korra’s breathing in his ear, he smiled to himself. He was already well on his way to making this work.

“There you are.”

Tarrlok’s head whipped to the sound of the voice. Noatak, masked and unreadable, stood only a few feet away from him. His thoughts raced. He summoned a wall of water between himself and his brother. With one arm outstretched, the other held Korra tightly on his back. The gesture was almost protective, water rippling defiantly, amateurish in its shape. Tarrlok cursed himself. Of course Noatak had been waiting for him!

“Let us go,” Tarrlok shouted over the snow-whipped air. “You got what you wanted. We’re never going to come back. I won’t let her interfere with whatever you have planned. She’s no threat to you anymore.”

For a moment, he didn’t know if his brother had even heard him or not. Cruel peals of laughter confirmed his worst fears. 

“Is  that your plan?” Sarcasm laced words hurt more than Tarrlok thought they would. “Do you really think she’ll be content being a little housewife?”

Tarrlok bristled at the jab. He tried one last time, breathing deeply. 

“Brother, she won’t be an obstacle for you,” He practically grovelled, desperation clear. He emphasized the first word, hoping a reminder of their bond would sway his conviction. They were family. Tarrlok trembled as the mountain threatened to swallow his words up. “If you let us go, she’ll never escape me. I’ll be sure of it. You can have the city. We won’t take that from you.”

Noatak shook his head. The shrieking gales of the winter storm suffocated any hope he had.

“Tarrlok, I haven’t gotten everything I want.”

The dark silhouette of his brother pointed to Korra. 

“I think she’d be a worthy trophy for the revolution.”

Tarrlok felt all the air leave his lungs. Amon sneered behind the mask, relishing that he could still get under his brother’s skin like no one else. Like a cat toying with its food, he decided to torment him a bit more. He was rather curious about what Tarrlok would do; he expected a weak, dismal performance. One that would leave his little brother begging for clemency. Maybe he’d give it to him. He probably wouldn’t. 

“You might have the right idea. With the right push, she’ll be a worthwhile asset,” Sadistic pleasure was all too obvious in his words. “She’s the right age for having children. An heir to the cause would help. It doesn’t hurt that this incarnation is quite... desirable.”

With a ferocity Tarrlok had never felt before, he swung a massive wave of ice towards his brother. Limbs ached, muscles tense and beaten down after everything he had experienced the past few hours. Lungs burned as cold air entered in shuddering, queasy breaths. His stance was as strong as it could be. He wouldn’t let anything happen to Korra. He wouldn’t let his brother finish what Yakone had started.

Noatak effortlessly sidestepped the rippling ice and turned it back into soft snow, laughing.  That  wasn’t half bad. He was fascinated by this new development.

“Trying to play the hero?”

Tarrlok gritted his teeth. Noatak chuckled, rolling his shoulders. He took a strong stance, one that eerily reminded Tarrlok the night he left. The cold, pale eyes of his father ripped through him. Noatak’s words from over two decades ago echoed to him.  Weak, he’d said. Weak, when Noatak had been the one to abandon him. Weak, when he’d built a life for himself. Weak, when he had fought tooth and nail to not be the monster their father was.

Tarrlok had to fight, he  would fight  until he either died or won. He would not let his brother hurt her anymore.

“You’re sick! She has bruises! You never said you’d hurt her! I never hurt her like that—like you did!”

Noatak cackled at that. 

“You didn’t seem to think twice when I gave you such vague terms. Thank you for following my instructions,” He shuffled forward in the snow. Tarrlok took a few half steps back. Noatak stopped barely two feet away from Tarrlok. He gestured to the girl Tarrlok carried. “If you make this easy for me, I can tell her you nobly fought to free her. She won’t completely hate you for failing. You can start over wherever you’d please. I won’t let my followers track you.”

He sounded unexpectedly soft with the offer. 

The younger brother blinked. Did he hear genuine warmth? A tiny, loathsome part of Tarrlok seriously considered it. The ex-councilman weighed his brother’s words. But Korra would be his… trophy? Pet? Play-thing? The words that came to mind were unflattering. Degrading. Things Noatak did believe she was. Queasiness settled in the back of his throat at the thought. Noatak’s words—desirable, the right age for having children, a worthy trophy—left him with one choice he could make.

“You can pry her from me. I have nothing to lose.” Tarrlok snapped, readying a spiral of ice at his finger tips. His brother didn’t even flinch. He sighed in that overly familiar, paternal way. 

“Have it your way, Tarrlok.”

“You two are quite the troublemakers.”

The men’s heads snapped to the unexpected voice of Katara, seated on the enormous polar bear-dog the Avatar usually kept with her. Katara’s calculated gaze pierced through him even at a distance. The beast growled lowly in warning, baring her sharp teeth. They seemed, even a few feet away, to be the size of Tarrlok’s hand. The uncomfortable image of the animal’s predatory instinct refused to leave him. 

A faint memory of an inside-out buffalo-yak carcass in the wild wastes of the tundra resurfaced. The bright, eerie red of its entrails had been spread haphazardly in the snow. Its head had been mauled, unrecognizable. He remembered the warning Yakone had given them upon discovering the mutilated corpse:  “This is what they do to you.” 

Tarrlok’s grip on Korra tightened.

“Amon,” She intoned like a teacher speaking to unruly children. “You’re a bender. Like your brother. I did wonder how you were able to block chi. I had a similar idea shortly after Aang passed away. I thought until the next Avatar is old enough, someone should be able to keep brutes in line.”

Noatak was strangely silent, watching the old woman with anticipation. His hand twitched, looking like he wanted to throw snow in her direction. Tarrlok swallowed loudly, adjusting Korra on his back. Everything was unravelling moment by moment. All his worst fears were quickly becoming reality. Korra’s gentle breaths fanned against his neck, something that brought the tiniest bit of comfort. Her bright blue eyes settled on Tarrlok.

“So this is where you were keeping her,” Her sentence was punctuated by an enraged snarl from Naga. “This cabin used to be owned by one of the city’s most infamous criminals. The only people who would know about it would have to be connected to him.”

Noatak and Tarrlok stood in perturbed silence. 

“You’re related to Yakone, aren’t you?” Her hand raised like some terrible witch, pointing to them. This was so much worse than whatever Noatak had planned for him and Korra. The silence from the men just confirmed her suspicions. She laughed dryly. “I thought you looked awfully familiar,  councilman.”

The ex-councilman felt dizzy, once more feeling bile rise in his throat. Noatak observed the old woman intently. The moon burned bright above them all. Each of them could feel it in the snow, the ice, the blood of everyone. It pulled and teemed at the water all around them, leaving the air charged with endless energy.

“Let her go.” 

She slid off the large animal. A severe, grave look came to her. Tarrlok’s mouth dried. His mind raced with ideas, fragmented plans and thoughts for how to get himself out of this mess. Someone knew of his and Noatak’s origins. Knew they were bloodbenders. Knew where Korra was and likely suspected what he and his brother had done to her. Katara’s eyes grew hostile. Tarrlok was finally out of options. Out of time.

The seconds ticked by. The men didn’t say anything. That ever-present whistle of wind and snow continued. Naga started to snarl louder, a deep, rumbling  bark cutting through the air.

Without a word, Katara patted the dog. The snarling, agitated animal crossed the distance between her and the men in less time than Tarrlok thought possible. Her giant mouth lunged for Tarrlok, and in a panic, he threw up a thick wall of ice, almost dropping Korra in the process. Katara melted the ice wall merely a second later. He shot a glare her way as the animal beared down on him, nearly managing to sink her canines into his forearm. She suddenly flew a few feet to the right. Noatak’s palm outstretched, his eyes narrowing ever so slightly.

Tarrlok recognized this look from the times they’d hunt with Yakone. He knew what to do next. 

“Now!” His brother’s voice cut through the sound of the snow and wind.

With a frantic one-armed motion, Tarrlok encased the old woman’s arms and legs in solid ice. Before Noatak could complete his half of the maneuver—with that, he uneasily recalled the struggle of many wolves when Noatak snapped their necks—Katara had turned ice to water, and snaked it around their feet. The water around them froze into prickly, immovable ice. Even as Tarrlok and Noatak attempted to melt it, the water would not obey them. 

Katara was locked in complete and utter concentration, hands splayed out to keep the ice unwavering even under their desperate attempts to be freed from it. Her fingers tensed and scrunched with all her might to keep the ice unbearably freezing. Naga growled and got back up, breaking out into a near sprint, hurtling toward the men with unparalleled ferocity. Noatak, with a twitch of his thumb, flung Korra’s limp, unconscious body in front of them, stopping the animal in her tracks. 

The old woman’s focus wavered for a brief moment in shock. Tarrlok melted the ice around them in that instant.

“Get that dog. I’ll take care of  her.” Noatak ordered. 

Tarrlok erected a solid field of ice instinctively, raising great, jagged spikes around the polar bear-dog to trap her. The beast roared in indignation, thrashing about. Tarrlok thrust both hands forward to keep the ice resolute, but the animal was so large that the thickness of the ice couldn’t encase her for long. It began to shudder under the enormous animal’s weight. He bit his lip, focusing entirely on keeping the damn dog in place.

Noatak settled his focus on Katara. With one palm keeping Korra hovering slightly, he slipped inside the old woman, feeling her body’s natural resistance to his influence. 

Tarrlok noticed his brother’s concentration and the Avatar unnervingly hovering above the snow with his guidance. His nose wrinkled in disgust at the sight. 

“Set her down, Noatak!”

“Shut.  Up.”

His brother continued to plead with him, incessantly spouting off whatever moral hang-up he thought would work on him.  She’s a kid, you don’t need to do that, please listen to me,  blah blah blah. Noatak was beyond tempted to force his little brother to stop his whining the way he did when they were children. But silencing his vocal cords would take away precious focus he needed for more important things. 

Teeth gritting, Noatak’s concentration grew, trying to simultaneously use the Avatar as a shield and turn the old woman into a red smear incapable of telling anyone his sordid past. His entire movement, his life itself, depended on it.

In his forty years, he had never faced someone who could resist his bending the way she could. Her blood, which should have been as easily molded as clay under the full moon, was as immovable as earth. With great strain, he curled inside Katara’s heart, trying to find any sign of weakness in her body. His presence scraped along the inside of her tendons, and he smirked seeing her start to shiver under the invisible hold he had over her.

Despite her age, he could find virtually no weakness to exploit, nothing to exacerbate and destroy. Her resilience startled him, and as he sought to bend vital organs into a fine red paste, he found he simply could not. His heart started to pick up pace, an unpleasant twist in his stomach he hadn’t felt since he lived with Yakone. That dire helplessness he felt as a child made itself cozy inside him. Eyes widening, he scrambled for something else he could do to stop her. 

Impossibly, she whipped a deadly torrent of icicles towards them, which forced Noatak to narrowly dodge and divert his attention. Tarrlok managed to erect a small barrier of snow around himself. At that moment, she threw another barrage of ice blades at Noatak. While she was fast, he could evade the onslaught. One final time, a blitz of ice hurled at him. This final one left him almost unable to dodge, but he miraculously did.

For a fleeting moment, Noatak snidely thought,  Ice cascades. Is this the best she can do?  He watched her with sly eyes, a small smirk finding him.

A searing, unfamiliar pain lodged in his leg. 

Noatak blinked once. Twice. He had been so focused on avoiding the barrages he hadn’t realized Katara had erected a spiral of ice—similar in shape to diagrams he’d once seen of a drill—directly behind him.

He had been impaled. 

Dark red pooled around his calf, bleeding. The ice jutted out of his skin. A foreign, beastly shriek of pain erupted from his throat. Noatak couldn’t think, could hardly breathe with the white hot pain shooting through him. In a snap decision, he forced the Avatar into his arms. Katara’s eyes widened, outrage clear in her scowl. Noatak pulled the girl tightly to him, unconscious face ignorant to the horrible fight escalating because of her. Her abdomen pressed firmly against him, the intimacy of the position leaving him distressingly stimulated in spite of what was happening. Katara was appalled, glowering at him. 

“You aren’t going anywhere.”

The older man’s heart began to race, at a loss for what he could do to keep his secret under wraps if killing the damn broad wasn’t on the table. He hated loose ends; he hated that, even as powerful as he was, this decrepit woman was somehow a worse threat than the Avatar itself. Thoughts came to him, each one more desperate than the last, trying to find a gambit that would leave him able to kill this woman, keep his movement alive, abscond with the Avatar in his arms. The pain in his leg clouded his better judgement, left him hardly coherent enough to realize how fucked he was. 


   Get away. Just get away. 


Instinct took over. Noatak formed a cylinder of ice under the old woman, appreciating that even as an impossibly resistant (and terrifying) waterbender, he could use the ice to throw her into a particularly jagged bit of exposed mountain rock. His mind raced endlessly with the cold, ruthless burn in his leg. He couldn’t rip the ice out, as it’d keep him from bleeding out too much. He gritted his teeth and froze the ice into a more convenient shape around his leg. The bleeding ceased as he slipped the ice firmly around the impaled skin. Blood congealed behind the ice, something that made him nauseous. 

He could worry about that later. For now, he had to consider the possible angles he could take with whatever Katara revealed about him. The weight of the Avatar in his arms was a consolation, and he appreciated the brief respite of ideas he’d spun to Tarrlok earlier. While he did say those things to get under his little brother’s skin, he did find the threads intoxicating. He uneasily convinced himself he could handle her, and whatever Katara said about him publicly could be spun. 

 Projection,  He thought deviously.  An old senile granny. She’s seeing things from a bending lens. She doesn’t know how else one could take away bending. Yes, he could obfuscate this. With the Avatar in his custody, he could salvage a path forward.

Naga howled as loud as she could, colossal paws beginning to break the icicles she was encased in. Tarrlok’s fingers curled tightly, beginning to regretfully bend the animal’s heavy, wild body. She began to let out confused, pained whimpers. His fingers twisted further. The moon settled inside the animal’s veins, malleable and easier to bend than an animal this large would typically be. Even still, his attention was split between the ice trapping her, the small snow-barrier he’d erected, and making sure she couldn’t escape. So strong was his focus on the ice and the animal, he almost didn’t catch what his brother was doing. 

To his horror, Noatak was carrying Korra away from the cabin. The harsh cover of snow saw him start to fade away like a poorly developed photograph. The unwanted memory of that stormy night from when he was a child appeared. Tarrlok’s right hand frantically turned to his brother, willing his brother to  stop  with all his might. Naga growled louder, the  crack  of ice becoming deafening. A stray tear left him as he clenched his fist, forcing his brother to considerably slow. His blood-bending didn’t have as much finesse against Noatak, he realized. The man could feel his older brother’s resistance, the slowed movements inching away from him as the Avatar’s pet roared in warning.

“Noatak!” He choked out, voice cracking as he begged for something he couldn’t say.

 Don’t leave again,  tears wouldn’t stop dripping down his chin.  Please, don’t leave me alone again. 

A  snap  and burning, treacherous pain lit his entire arm up. He dully recognized the presence inside him as Noatak. Tarrlok’s right arm fell uselessly. A peek of white bone stuck out of his wrist. The snow became a deep red. An anguished, horrible scream left him. His useless arm wouldn’t stop hurting. The agony of his broken wrist purged any coherent thought. Left arm stretched out, he curled his fist inward, collapsing into the snow, crying out miserably. His focus was splintered, fractured between everything happening. The pain in his arm, the growls from the animal, the ceaseless shattering of ice, his brother trying to make off with Korra—

Water had encircled his ankle before he could even blink, and the next moment his body had an odd weightlessness. A horrible  THUD  had him realize the old woman had flung him into the air and slammed him back to the ground. Arduous breaths wheezed past his lips. It hurt to breathe. To blink. His entire body ached. His bloody wrist brought no comfort.

Too late did he register the crunch of footsteps over the shrieking storm and ringing in his ears. He could feel the blood in his left wrist congeal for a moment. A sickening  burst  cracked his second wrist. Another wretched screech left him. Tarrlok could vaguely feel hands wrap around his arms, someone was sitting him up, a slap across his cheeks snapping him to the present. Before he could stop it, he felt a dangerously sharp blade of ice nick the skin of his neck. Unable to do  anything, Tarrlok’s face scrunched up in utter pain. He continued to moan lowly, vision so blurred by tears he could hardly see the shape of his brother retreating into the snow. 

“AMON!” 

Noatak surprisingly turned around, motionless when he saw the old woman pressing a blade to his younger brother’s throat. The threat was clear. The blade of ice pressed even harder at his neck, somehow not enough pressure to actually kill him. Naga’s incessant growls and barks hadn’t stopped once during the confrontation. The brutal  crack  of ice continued.

“You let her go. Now.”

Her fingers slid against his neck in a surprisingly threatening motion. The blade of ice cut the side of his neck. He could feel his own blood trickling down his cold skin. Noatak hadn’t moved an inch. Naga barked angrily, ferociously. 

“Do you care that little about your brother?”

Her words were half-scolding, half-bewildered. Tarrlok couldn’t help the tears that dripped as easily as the blood from his neck. He wished, more than anything, that Noatak had died in that storm all those years ago. Nothing hurt more than knowing his brother valued the girl in his arms, whatever standing he had in his movement, more than family. Even after all he did for him. A feeble groan came from him. 

“Noatak, please—” He choked out helplessly, trembling in the old woman’s grasp. The blade found itself settled ever so slightly deeper in his skin. He knew subconsciously that it would scar if he lived. 

That ‘if’ was dwindling second by second as Noatak’s lack of action burned through him. He was going to die like this, aching and bloodied in the snow while his brother carelessly observed. There would be no waking up next to Korra, cups of Amaranthine tea never sipped, no sunlight to spill across her beautiful face. He squeezed his eyes shut, knowing this was the end and not wanting to see it. 

“I’m sorry,” he sputtered like a desperate prayer, like the words would fix everything and absolve him. “I never—I’m sorry for e-everything.”

The dog’s growls had mysteriously stopped. The unflinching blare of the wind hadn’t. He could feel a shift in Katara, adrenaline still running through her nerves, but her anger seemed to simmer ever so slightly. Instead, a steady course of fear seemed to settle in. Tarrlok’s eyes peeked open. 

Korra, twisted up in what looked like a painful position, hovered in front of his brother. He’d barely curled his index finger and left the girl looking unbearably ghoulish. Her thin cheeks, pale complexion, and gnarled figure left him at a loss for words. He finally threw up at the sight, Katara allowing him to keel over enough to ruin this set of clothes, too. Noatak hadn’t said a word. He let the reality of Korra’s immense pain blanket the air. The Avatar’s dog whined weakly, undoubtedly confused and horrified at what she was seeing. Tarrlok stared at the small breakfast-puddle on his knees. Katara had all but let go of him, seeming to understand what exactly Noatak was demonstrating.

“We can play these games all we like,” The gravel, hoarse voice of his brother reached him. “But we both know you’re losing far more in a gamble like this.”

Tarrlok started to dry heave. Noatak stopped a few feet away from the two. The Avatar’s dog yowled anxiously.

“No tricks. No schemes. You will let us go. I will not let go of the Avatar until we’re out of sight.”

Katara said nothing. Eyes narrowed warily.

“If you try anything, her and her little dog can join the casualties.”

A brusque nod saw Korra laid down gently in the snow next to Tarrlok. Katara instinctively knelt by the girl, pulling her into a tight embrace. She regretfully slid inside Korra and could  feel  the other man swarming her blood and nerves. The old woman threw him a look of pure disdain. The older brother ignored her, instead throwing his brother’s bruised body over his shoulder. Tarrlok moaned lowly again, sore and aching all over. He didn’t know if he should be grateful or angry at Noatak, but right now, it didn’t matter. It was over. Whether he wanted things to be like this or not, there was nothing Tarrlok could do.

Katara watched as Noatak shuffled away in the snow. Naga growled and the way she bared her fangs told Katara she wanted to chase the two down. A one-armed calming motion hardly did much, Naga still snarling at the men.

“Don’t, girl.”

Naga’s incensed barks were the one sound that broke the silence. Katara could only watch as the men slowly but surely faded into the snow, Amon’s hold of her blood ever-present. Her heart raced as she ran through any ideas of following the brothers. The best thought she had was freezing their footprint impressions in the snow as they disappeared, but she knew Amon would realize that almost immediately. She couldn’t leave Korra defenseless here, either. The girl was rail-thin, freezing to the touch, and undoubtedly in need of attention. If what she had heard the men say was true, she’d need far more than physical therapy. 

Her heart ached with the weight of what had likely happened to Korra, a girl who had just barely entered adulthood. Katara’s hand thumbed over the girl’s forehead, unbidden tears staining her face as she pulled Korra tightly to her. It wasn’t fair that they could hurt her so intimately and now—

Now they were  leaving. Walking away with nothing to show for it. The younger man’s wrists would heal. So, too, would the older man’s leg. Nothing they endured would ever make up for what they put Korra through. 

Her thoughts flitted to the news of Yakone’s prison escape over forty years ago. History repeated. Justice was evaded yet again. There wasn’t a thing she could do to change that. The injustice was nearly enough to make her try her luck at cheating them, but Korra's fluttering heartbeat kept her from doing anything she'd regret.

The shape of the men was obscured. Then blurred. Then vanished. So, too, did Katara’s fear. Naga squirmed, finally breaking completely free of the ice that had trapped her. She yipped loudly, coming to Korra’s side and aggressively licking her face. Naga’s nose nuzzled against Korra’s cheek, whimpering in relief that her companion was back. The older woman melted at the sight. She gave the animal a good, long, head scratch before returning to the task at hand.

Katara slid inside Korra once more. A relieved sob found her. He was gone. Not a trace of that sick man in her veins. She clutched the girl to her chest as tightly as she could, petting Korra’s hair and letting tears flow. Naga curled up against the two, fur clumping on the women. She couldn’t help but laugh. Naga happily and fervently licked Katara’s face, then Korra’s face, repeating over and over to show how grateful she was. Despite the men escaping, Katara could grant herself some relief. This was a victory. The nightmare was over. 

Korra was finally safe.
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6. Epilogue


    
    Echinacea Tea 

When Korra awoke, she first believed she was dreaming. She’d had plenty of dreams about being back in her room on Air Temple Island, with Naga sitting at her feet and the warmth of Pema’s hand-made blankets over her. Korra never imagined it’d be something she would feel nostalgic for, but the dismal reality she had been forced to endure made it a memory she fondly recalled. Korra was bleary, believing the sun on her face was the glare of the harsh yellow lamp above her head. As she adjusted, slowly blinking,  smelling  Naga’s familiar musk, she shot up. 

Trembling hands stretched forward, landing in the white fur of her best friend. Korra cried openly, happily, realizing this was no dream. She was free. Naga’s enormous pink tongue licked at her cheek, something normally gross impossible to refuse now. Her fingers threaded through her best friend’s fur, weeping with the knowledge she was safe. Korra clung to Naga like her life depended on it. The two snuggled as a slat of sunlight drifted from the windowsill to her bedpost.

The patter of tiny feet on the wood floors of the house told Korra what to expect next. Seconds later, Tenzin’s children barrelled in one after the other, all excited and talking over each other now that she was awake. 

“Korra!” Jinora exclaimed happily. “How are you feeling? Are you tire—”

“We have a new baby brother! His name is Rohan! You have to see him! Korra, he looks  exactly like me!” Ikki squealed excitedly.

“No he doesn’t!” Meelo butted in. “He looks like  me  and you know it! Mom was going to name him Meelo Junior but Dad didn’t like it.”

A stimulating debate about whether or not Meelo Junior was a fitting name rounded off, each side making compelling arguments. Korra couldn’t help the huge smile spreading across her lips. With one fell swoop, she pulled the kids into a tight platypus-bear hug. The kids’ excitement bubbled up like a babbling creek, like sunlight on a spring day, like icy breaths in late winter. Their chatter quieted as more sobs found her. She never thought she’d see the day where the kids’ endless bickering was a highlight of her morning.

“Are you okay?” Jinora’s gentle concern earned more tears. Korra smiled, wiping them away as they came. The kids wrapped their arms around her in a comforting squeeze.

“I’m okay,” She answered, arms growing slack around the kids. Korra realized how sore she was, wincing in pain as the kids backed off. “I mean, I’m sore. And hungry. And tired. But other than that, I’m okay.”

“I’ll go get Dad. He’ll be happy to see you awake.” Jinora chirped, sprinting away. 

“No fair! I wanna tell him!” Ikki chased after her older sister, and Meelo had followed his sisters, yelling something about a ‘first dibs’. Their hollering more than likely woke the rest of the house up, and she knew that would alert the others to her waking up before the kids managed to tell anyone.

Korra recalled what Tarrlok had told her before she had fallen unconscious and it suddenly dawned on her that Tenzin was safe, too. She sobbed in relief, fingers once again twisting in Naga’s soft fur. Her companion licked at her once again, whining quietly. Tarrlok had lied. Of course. She wondered what happened while she was asleep. How was she here? Tarrlok must have been captured, right? What about Amon? Her stomach grew queasy at the idea. Endless questions rattled off, each one burrowing into her and refusing to leave.

The initial rush of hope upon first waking had dissipated. Korra shuddered in the quiet of the room, clutching her arm. Spirits. She felt  awful. The ache in her muscles was unlike anything she’d been through. It was like her entire body had been cruelly puppetted from the inside out. The fear of what could have happened to her while she slept snuck into her. Korra could still feel the trace of something in her body. Something was different. Whether it was the full-body ache making her delirious or something to actually worry about, she couldn’t tell.

More shuffling footsteps echoed in the hallway. To her surprise, Bolin’s head peeked in the room. 

“Korra!” He blurted ecstatically. His arms encircled her in a tight, crushing hug. The pained groan she let out saw him release her, hands raised to his mouth in concern. “Sorry! Are you okay? I shouldn’t have pounced on you.”

Mako and Asami appeared, looking relieved seeing their friend. Korra noticed their hands clasped together. While the sight would have stirred jealousy and petty anger in her a few months ago, Korra couldn’t feel fiery passion for Mako. She wasn’t sure what to make of that internal observation, laying it to the side. 

“We missed you, Korra.” Mako’s eyes softened as their gazes met.

“How are you feeling? Is there anything we can get you?”

A noisy gurgle from Korra’s stomach answered Asami's question. Korra snorted, snowballing into a bright laugh. Asami grinned. 

“I’ll get you something light. And what kind of tea do you like? Pema’s stocked up on any kind you can think of.”

“Hmm. I haven’t had ginger tea in a while,” Korra flashed a crooked grin. Asami gave a half-joking salute. “All right, I’m not royalty.”

“For the foreseeable future you’re getting world-famous Sato Hospitality,” Asami sounded so authoritative Korra nearly missed the light-hearted undertone in the heiress’ voice. Korra laughed and offered a lax shrug. Asami rounded the corner in a heartbeat, calling out, “Be right back!”

Mako’s eyes seemed to soften even further upon Asami’s departure. He stood next to her bed a bit awkwardly. Korra could tell there was a lot on his mind. He looked unusually troubled, and while part of her might have swooned over how concerned he appeared months ago, the sight unexpectedly weighed her down. Her stomach twisted—not from hunger, she noted.

“Hey,” Mako said awkwardly. Korra was uneasy under his stare. The girl knew whatever he was feeling had to be heavy, tumultuous. Worst of all, she saw  pity. That realization startled Korra more than the revelation Tenzin was alive and well. “It’s been a while.”

The Avatar shifted uncomfortably. Her gaze avoided him, settling on the wood panel floor.

“Yeah. It has.”

Bolin and Mako blinked in confusion, unsure of what to make of her changing emotions. The younger brother cleared his throat inelegantly.

“Well, if it’s all the same to you guys, I’ll, uh, go back and grab food from the kitchen with Asami. You must be starving! Pema’s been cooking non-stop so there are some really good leftovers. You wouldn’t think it ‘cause she popped Rohan out a few days ago, but she’s already back on her feet. So, yeah. I’ll try and grab the—”

“Thanks, Bolin.” Mako’s clipped remark cut him off. The younger brother wordlessly nodded and left.

Korra and Mako regarded each other like strangers on a trolley. The fire-bender was the one to break the tense silence. A rehearsed cough perked Naga’s ears up. 

“So,” He mumbled, eyes swimming with horrendous pity. “Are you okay? I overheard what Tenzin said you went through. Do you want to talk about it?”

Korra froze. Did Tenzin know what they did? How could he? Did Tarrlok say anything? Did Amon boast in custody? The uncertainty left her on the backfoot, and she crossed her arms defensively. His piteous stare got under her skin. She hated how he was watching her—like she was a feral animal that had to be approached carefully. Nails dug into the skin of her biceps.

“What did you hear?”

Mako’s hand came to scratch the back of his neck. 

“You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to. I heard you were imprisoned for two months. Starved at some point. I guess I,” He cut himself off, exhaling and finally sitting next to Korra on the bed. “I want you to know I’m here for you. You’re my friend, Korra. Whatever happened, you’re gonna be okay. I’m in your corner.”

His fingers curled around hers. Warm, amber eyes melted into blue ones. Korra blinked. There may have been a spark if this happened a while ago. But seeing Mako this bare, this exposed, left her feeling nothing. She didn’t know how to feel about how he was treating her. On the one hand, of course the gesture was thoughtful. On the other, she couldn’t help recognizing the condolence he wore. The frailty he treated her with. How vulnerable he viewed her. Korra’s fingers slipped out of his grasp. She scooted away from him. 

“I’m fine. I’ll be back to it in no time.”

The words were hurried, terse, not at all relaxed—the way she wanted to sound. Mako’s face fell, looking perturbed by the dismissive tone she took. His hand came to rest on her shoulder.

“Korra, it’s okay if you need a break. I wasn’t in a situation too different from yours and I’m not going to be back on my feet for a while, either.”

Korra jerked away from his touch like he’d burned her. Her breathing grew heavy, labored, and she stupidly had to blink back tears.

“I’m the Avatar. People need me. It’s not like the world is going to be balanced while I’m slacking. I’m not like you.”

Korra was harsher than she’d meant. An apology clung to the roof of her mouth, but she couldn’t bring herself to spit it out. Mako looked hurt, and she swallowed thickly as compassion in his eyes didn’t fade. He rose from the bed and stepped away from her, trying to keep a respectful distance as a result of her abrasive demeanor. 

“Like I said, you don’t have to talk about it. At least give yourself some rest. You’re not doing anyone a favor if you overwork yourself when things are already bad.”

Korra’s head snapped to him. Her stomach dropped.

“‘Things are already bad’? What happened?”

Mako seemed to realize his blunder too late, clamming up and falling silent under her scrutiny. Before she could interrogate him further, the familiar creak of footsteps on aging wood gave way to her parents appearing in the doorway. Any questions dried up when she saw them. Mom looked frayed and tired. Dad was enervated, and despite his strong frame he looked smaller than she remembered him being. Mako silently stepped aside for them. 

Mom reached out precariously, slender hands slipping to Korra’s shoulders. Reticent sobs spilled over. Korra returned her mom’s touch. Dad’s strong hug enveloped both of them only a second later. Korra didn’t realize how much she had missed them until she was in their arms, surrounding her. Tender lamentations overflowed. A chorus of ‘I’m so sorry's and ‘We’ love you's replaced the silence.

She didn’t want to let go of them, some awful part of her mind nagging her:  This is a dream and you’ll wake up back with that man. Her eyes squeezed shut, dreading opening them in the event the doubtful thought was right. Dad’s fingers wiped away her tears, realizing she was crying when he started to wipe them away. The gesture earned a shaky sniffle.

“I was so scared. I thought we might never see you again.” Mom whispered. 

Dad choked back some of his cries. “You’re safe, Korra. We’ve got you. Nothing’s going to hurt you again.”

Both their hands smoothed over her long hair. She flinched at the gesture. Mom and Dad seemed troubled, brows furrowed in concern. Mom pulled back. Dad pulled away reluctantly. Despite knowing her parents weren’t the man who repeated that motion to calm her, she hated the feeling of it. All she could recall were the times he’d shush her and stroke her hair to calm her down after he used her body. She must have looked feeble to them, seeing how quickly they let go of her. 

“I’m alright,” Korra forced the words out unconvincingly. She offered a strained rictus. “Sorry, just tired.” 

Her parents exchanged a forlorn glance. There was some hesitation across them until a commotion in the hallway drew their attention. Footsteps, shuffling, and the excited holler of Tenzin’s kids told them what to expect. Meelo and Ikki sped into the room, giggling and prattling on about something Korra couldn’t discern. Tenzin looked as tired as ever, Pema carried a bundle—Rohan—in her arms, and Katara arrived behind those two. Jinora clung to her grandmother’s side, less enthused than her sister and brother. Bolin and Asami had reappeared, arms full of tea and a few plates of Pema’s homemade dishes. 

“I’m sure they’ve told you about Rohan,” Tenzin’s exhausted words were punctuated by a perfectly timed burp from the baby. Pema frantically wiped at his mouth, face twisting up as she did so. Tenzin seemed to notice Korra’s freshly-puffy eyes and the matching eyes of her parents. He shepherded Meelo and Ikki away from Naga, who had happily started licking the kids. “We can go to the dining room. It’s rather crowded here. Meelo, Ikki, Jinora, would you like to play some Pai Sho with the White Lotus?”

Despite the protests from his children (and Meelo’s slippery escape attempts), the White Lotus wrangled the children and started that game up. Once they were seen to, everyone found their place in the dining room. Korra eyed the many plates Bolin and Asami had grabbed, stomach growling loudly. Mom sat on her left side and Dad on her right. The corners of Mom’s lips turned up. She all but pointed to the food that lay abundant and delicious. 

“Eat as much as you want. I had some of it, it’s fantastic. Pema, you outdid yourself.”

“Oh, it was the least I could do!” Pema bounced Rohan, plump-faced and delighted, in her arms. “I was up and at it a few hours after Rohan was born. Easiest labor by far. Meelo had to be the hardest, because—well, he’s Meelo.”

The laughter of the moms earned a beam from Korra, who began digging into the nearest plate. Some of Pema’s honey-glazed dumplings she loved. The girl scarfed them down, hardly tasting them as she swallowed. In a few moments, she had finished the entire plate and had moved onto the next plate; Fresh vegetarian spring rolls. They crunched in her mouth, so pleasant and fragrant she wanted to throw her arms around Pema in a tight hug. She did the next best thing, spewing out a clumsy ‘Fank you!’ between bites. Pema grinned widely, coming behind Korra to pat her shoulder. 

“Anytime, Korra.”

Pema resumed bouncing Rohan, cooing to him quietly. Tenzin and Katara sat across from Korra, pleased to see her enthusiasm for food had stayed the same. Bolin and Asami egged her on, impressed (and shocked, in Asami’s case) at how efficiently the Avatar devoured the food in front of her. Mako stood in the corner, watching her eat with some relief. Pema’s soothing of Rohan continued, as did Korra’s eager chewing. Korra finished the third dish—spicy peanut ramen, her absolute favorite Pema would make—and felt full. She sighed contentedly and stretched. 

“Thank you for the food,” Korra cracked a grin. “I missed your cooking, Pema.”

“I missed someone who loves my food like you do,” Pema chimed. “Our kids can be  picky.”

Tenzin couldn’t help but chuckle. Rohan made some unintelligible noise, between a giggle and a gurgle. Pema turned dull green. 

“Tenzin,” She had that tone of voice Korra often heard when she’d delegate an undesirable aspect of parenting to Tenzin. “Rohan needs to be changed.”

Tenzin looked less than thrilled but nodded. He cradled Rohan, turning the same shade of green Pema was. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

Once he departed, Korra couldn’t help but recall what Mako had said about an hour ago. ‘Things are already bad.’  Her brows knitted together in contemplation. She looked at Katara, serious and stony.

“What happened? M—I mean, I heard things aren’t looking great. What happened while I was gone?”

She chose her last word carefully, not wanting to reinforce the reality that she had been abducted. It was a strong word. A word she didn’t dare utter. The air in the room took a stark shift. Her parents fidgeted. Bolin took a sudden interest in the greasy napkins that had piled up. Asami’s lips pursed. Mako sulked off in the corner, avoiding looking at her. Pema stayed silent. Katara’s neutral expression turned into a deep, unsettled frown. The old woman exhaled dejectedly.

“Republic City is gone, Korra. Amon sabotaged United Forces vessels when they arrived. He made some deal with Hiroshi Sato. There were machines that—” She seemed disturbed recalling it, inhaling sharply. “—Dropped explosives on the city. They were faster and smaller than most airships. Hard to take down from the ground. By the time I reached you, Korra, the city was in ashes.”

Korra blinked once. Twice. Her eyes watered. A piercing ringing in her ears wouldn’t stop.

“We’re trying to regroup,” Katara lamented. “I won’t sugarcoat it. A lot of casualties occurred. Hundreds of people are missing. The United Forces is completely fractured.”

Korra buried her head in her hands. Head pounding, sweat started to line her hands. If she had been free, if she had been able to escape, could she have tried to stop it? Could she and Asami, Mako, Bolin, have done anything? Could any of this have been avoided? Mom’s hand came to rub her back soothingly. Korra could crystallize one inquiry, desperate for a lifeline in this sea of terrible news.

“What happened to Amon and Tarrlok?” Her question was forced out in a distressed warble. The girl wanted to curse herself for sounding pitiful, but she couldn’t pretend their whereabouts weren’t important to her. She couldn’t feign nonchalance when people’s lives hung in the balance. 

Pure silence smothered the room. 

Korra wanted to cry. 

“They escaped.”

The words made her see red. She was torn between throwing the table at the nearest wall and curling into a ball to weep. Korra’s fists clenched, unclenched, finding purchase in the wood of the dining table. Knuckles turned ghostly pale. Her teeth gritted in unbridled rage. Katara looked mournful, reaching to place a hand on Korra’s.

“I wanted to stop them, Korra. I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

Korra was all too crowded. Mom’s soothing gesture and Katara’s hand on her was patronizing. Her friends avoided looking at her. Pema and Dad were completely silent. She stood up brusquely. 

“I’m going for a ride. I’ll be back later.”

Mom and Dad recognized this all too easily, as did Katara. Dad stood and engulfed her hand in his own.

“Korra, it’s okay to be upset. You’re in shock. You should rest—”

“I don’t  need  your advice!”

Korra hadn’t meant for the words to come out as furious as they did. The crestfallen look Dad had produced a lump of guilt in the back of Korra’s throat. Her eyes burned. She needed to get away. She needed to be anywhere but here. 

The Avatar ripped her hand out of Dad’s and rushed past him, slamming the door open, whistling for Naga. Gargantuan clambering gave way to her best friend eagerly dashing down the narrow hallway. Tenzin, on his way back with Rohan, was nearly knocked over by the animal. With hardly a second thought, Korra threw herself onto Naga’s saddle and took off. 

Distantly, she recognized voices calling her name. Korra grimaced, clutching Naga’s reins tightly, tears ceaselessly rolling down her cheeks. Naga hastened down to the beaches of Air Temple Island. Korra could see a horrible, dark smog blanketing the city in the distance. Impulsively, she forged an icy path across the water. Naga eyed it with trepidation, whimpering slightly. Korra’s hand scratched behind her ears, and whispered, “Go, girl.”

Naga obeyed. The frantic yelling of her name quieted the further along the path she went. Korra bent the path away as they crossed it, turning ice back to water. The smell of fire, smoke, pure decay built. It became harder and harder to ignore the closer they came to the rubble of the city Korra had learned to love. Faintly, Korra saw the skeleton of Aang Memorial Island. The striking statue of her previous incarnation was disintegrated. The one sign of Aang’s proud visage was the pathetically tiny jade foundation.

Over halfway down the path Korra had willed, the girl came to a stop. They weren’t close enough for her to bend herself onto the piers—or what used to be the piers. She didn’t know if she could go any further. Naga was wheezing and shaking her head, grumbling at the amount of smoke lingering. The heat from the remains of the city was palpable, even this far from it. Korra cried in desperation, noticing more and more debris from the city littering Yue Bay. She could make out the husk of the arena in the gloom of the smoke. 

Korra fell to her knees. It was gone. It was all destroyed. She knelt in silence. She didn’t blink. Didn’t breathe. The lap of water at the ice and Naga’s needy whines were all that broke her stunned quietness.

It was over. And it was all her fault.


  Ginger Tea


Korra was inconsolable for the next few days. She hardly ate. Sleep came in short bursts and often ended with Korra violently jolting awake, hawk-eagle eyed and wary of the tiniest creak in her room. Most days she spent lying under Pema’s warm blankets. Through bits and pieces of conversation that passed through the house, Korra learned the following: 

First: The United Forces had been irrevocably crippled by the attack. Firelord Izumi’s son, General Iroh II, had been among the casualties. 

Second: There had been murmurs of the Earth Kingdom taking back the land where Republic City once stood. Tenzin was resolutely fighting this seizure.

Third: The council was in shambles. Tenzin and the Fire Nation representative were the only two bothering to rebuild. The representatives from the south and Earth Kingdom resigned.

Fourth: Air Temple Island had been evacuated prior to the attack. Some airships had tried to follow Tenzin's family but failed. The temple had almost been converted into a make-shift Equalist den.

Fifth: Hiroshi Sato had been apprehended and would go to trial in the Earth Kingdom, as it was the nearest place not burned to the ground. He was facing life in prison. Asami had inherited the disgrace of his name and not much else.

Sixth: Rohan was an incredibly fussy baby.

Seventh: The White Lotus were on high alert, fractured as the city was. Lin Beifong was diligently working to keep some semblance of order in the smoldering ash of Republic City. When she wasn’t organizing rescue efforts and apprehending Equalists, she patrolled the shores of Air Temple Island.

Eighth: Her uncle and cousins had visited shortly before she had been rescued. Upon hearing of her rescue, they got on the fastest boat back to the north. She had never met them and doubted she ever would.

Ninth: All of her loved ones walked on eggshells around her. Mom and Dad could feign some sense of normalcy the best. But she could still feel their unease and saw the uncertainty they examined her with.

Lastly: No one knew Tarrlok and Amon violated her.

Despite herself, she was most pleased with the last realization. Korra was already suffering through nightmares, inconsistent sleep, and the weight of a ruined city on her shoulders. The thing she dreaded most was for the people around her—people she admired, loved, respected—to see her as some helpless, pitiable victim.

Today was windy, cold, snowy. Winter was well underway. Korra curled up on her bed, Naga seated right at her feet. Occasionally, Naga lapped at her ankle, goading her to get up. When that didn’t work, she’d flop down and whine. Mom and Dad drifted in and out of her room at various points. She’d offer a noise here and there. Sometimes a word would leave her. The room stayed silent for the most part. She had no appetite, only able to digest the swirling, horrible thoughts clouding her. 

Korra barely recognized the sound of wood under a stilted gait. She recognized Katara’s stride. Heard the clunk of a board and game pieces. Katara said something quietly to Mom and Dad. She couldn’t make that out, but her parents closed the door behind them and exited. Korra’s eyes fluttered shut.

“Up for a game?”

Korra stayed facing the wall and offered no answer. Part of her was guilty for ignoring Katara, but she couldn’t face her right now. Not when she was so weak. Not when Katara had undoubtedly seen her at her lowest. Unfettered shame was now one of Korra’s companions, painting the corners of her mind. The board unfolding and pieces clattering onto its surface jingled quietly. Katara’s hand came to Korra’s shoulder, nudging her. 

“I know you’re awake.”

Korra’s eyes opened. She exhaled loudly. 

“I don’t feel good.”

“I know, Korra,” Katara’s gentle voice curved around her, lulling her. “Why don’t you try playing for a bit? Let’s talk.”

Slumping under the strokes of the older woman’s hand, the Avatar reluctantly accepted. She sat up, shifting so the blankets wrapped around her shoulders. A game of Pai Sho laid out. She’d never been any good at it. But Katara had lost to her dozens of times over the course of her childhood. The memory drew a warmth in her she hadn’t experienced in ages. Naga sat up attentively, nuzzling her enormous head into Korra’s lap. Katara chuckled and gave Naga a well deserved pet. 

“I haven’t played in a while.” Korra mumbled. 

“You’re better at this game than me,” The older woman had a twinkle in her eyes. She sat in the wooden chair Dad had called his bed for the past few days. Arms spread openly, gesturing to the board. “Who goes first?”

Korra examined the board carefully and moved her piece first. The soft  click  of the game piece was punctuated by Naga licking Korra’s wrist. Katara looked deep in thought, hand on her chin as she pondered. The Avatar observed her mentor closely, a burning question on the tip of her tongue. She had been unable to ask it. Unable until now. 

“How did you—” Korra cleared her throat. “How did you rescue me?”

The question lingered in the air. Katara’s eyes looked conflicted. She sighed deeply.

“I suppose I owe you the entire story.” Wrinkled fingers moved her first piece opposite Korra. The cool white of the game piece pressed into the girl’s palm. Uneasily, she made her next move.

“Years ago, Republic City was controlled by a monster. He had an appetite for misery. All that could sate it was abusing the most vulnerable people he could get his hands on. For years he evaded capture. He’d abuse people with prior convictions, poor families, anyone a witness or crooked officer could be bribed to ignore.”

Katara’s piece moved adjacent to Korra’s. 

“His name was Yakone. He had been a menace to Republic City for years. Extortion, trafficking, murder. Those were his least egregious offenses. The man was part of an organized crime syndicate. He had a finger in every brothel, every drug den. If a dark corner existed within city lines, it belonged to him.”

The Avatar shakily dropped her piece into the corner of Katara’s side of the board. 

“A woman came to me, begging for retribution against the man who had killed her sister. There were dozens of families like hers,” Katara’s voice became agitated, as though the mere memory were burning her tongue. Her gaze hardened. “All needed me to do something, anything about the man. Yakone was a blood-bender. Tortured families to pilfer whatever valuables they had. Killed the women from time to time. The law—the one I helped pass—stated blood-bending could exclusively be accomplished under a full moon. Families all reported this extortion taking place during the day. I could do nothing for them.”

Korra’s stomach twisted. This story was ringing eerily familiar for reasons she hated.

“He finally got too cocky and bloodbent a man who crossed him in broad daylight. A man who  survived.  A man who ran to the nearest precinct and unravelled Yakone’s criminal empire with names, locations, all details dragged into the light. At last, my friend Toph had enough cause to arrest him. His trial would be held at noon the day after the full moon ended. My brother was part of the judiciary process. He assured me nothing bad would happen. Yakone wouldn’t be brazen enough to hurt anyone in a room full of witnesses in the middle of the day.”

A scoff left her. Katara deftly advanced her next piece. 

“He tortured my brother and Toph. Yakone tried to kill Aang. He didn’t succeed, of course. Aang stripped him of his bending. I was with Tenzin when I heard the news. He was a teenager when it happened,” Katara sounded strained, and looking up from the board, Korra saw her eyes brimming with tears. A shivering hand curled around a dark piece. “After I heard about what he did to my brother, my friend, Aang—”

A bleak, choked up noise left Katara. She inhaled sharply. A few steady breaths passed, and the older woman steeled herself, slipping her piece across the board.

“I couldn’t bear it,” Katara confided. “After Aang took his bending, Yakone escaped. Disappeared and never found. Aang tried not to show it, but he was scared. I could see it. He’d wander around the house at night, checking on the kids to make sure nothing happened to them. It was a fear I couldn’t lessen. Even as the Avatar, he was scared.”

Korra quavered. The blankets wrapped around her shoulders did nothing for the cold, icy pit in her stomach. Her piece weakly fell next to the previous piece she’d moved.

“Though I didn’t like showing it, I was terrified. I hated sitting around and not being able to do anything to feel safer. I never wanted to feel as weak as I did when I heard the news of people I loved being tormented by that monster.” Katara confessed. She looked shifty eyed, weary. An agonizing pause stretched longer and longer. The older woman fidgeted with the piece in her hand, clattering in a corner of the board. 

“I started to practice blood-bending on myself. It was my contingency if that man ever came back. If he ever tried to hurt my family again. I strengthened my resistance day by day. I honed in on vital organs. I forced myself through it—even when it hurt so much I couldn’t breathe. I needed to be able to resist anything he could do.”

The revelation shifted Korra uncomfortably, realizing how Katara was able to stand up to Amon and Tarrlok. The girl stared in mute disbelief. 

“That’s how you survived,” Korra sounded flat to herself. She wasn’t quite able to grasp the severity of what her dear mentor had admitted, but the morbidity of the admission was slowly beginning to settle in. “And Naga—She tracked them down.”

Katara nodded. For once, Korra realized how tired Katara looked. In all the years she had known her, she’d never seen Katara as vulnerable. The waterbender had always been strong, confident yet nurturing. But now, for the first time in her life, Korra saw an exhausted, well-worn woman who had seen too much. Been through too much.

“I’ve never told anyone. My children don’t know. Aang never knew. Sokka couldn’t know,” Katara became fatigued with recollection. “It was my burden to bear. All that mattered was being able to protect my family and friends if the worst ever came to light.“

Katara wiped away a stray tear.

“There were some things Yakone left behind when he escaped. Properties, mostly. All fell into disarray after a few years. No one claimed them. One was a cabin in the mountains. The people who know about it would have to know Yakone personally. He was in his fifties. Not too old to have children in the north. If he found a simple woman, it would’ve been easy for him to start a family.”

The Avatar’s mouth dried up. She felt nauseous at the morose implication. Her game piece tumbled to the board as her conclusive move.

“They’re related to Yakone.” Korra’s voice fell as she spoke. Naga seemed to notice her dismay and whined softly, tongue lapping at Korra’s wrist again. The wind whistled lowly at her window, rattling the glass when she verbalized this horrible truth.

“Tarrlok called Amon ‘brother’,” The older woman confirmed. Katara settled her final move on the board. “I’m sorry to tell you all this. I know this story comes too late. I wish I could have helped you sooner, Korra. I would have done anything to stop them.”

Korra watched the old woman’s figure in stunned silence. She didn’t know what to say. Her thoughts were heavy, burdened with the horrible truth behind the men who hurt her. Tarrlok’s appeasement of Amon made so much sense now. At first, she’d thought him a weasel-snake coward. But with this revelation, she could see the eerie similarities between the men. Their overlap of abuse. The severe obsession they had with her. She felt utterly sick. 

“I’m—” Korra choked out. 

Before she could stop it, she began to cry. Naga let out a whine, nuzzling her nose against Korra’s chest in comfort. Katara’s hand settled on Korra’s wrist, offering reassurance. Korra didn’t know how long she sat there crying her eyes out with Naga and Katara patiently comforting her. She was completely helpless. Weak. Devastated. 

She wished more than anything that she were someone else. That she hadn’t been the subject of some misguided ‘revenge’ for men haunted by something she had nothing to do with. Katara looked beyond mournful, unable to stop her own cries. 

“I know, it’s not fair. There’s something important you need to know, Korra.”

Korra wiped away her ceaseless tears. The grave, debilitated expression her mentor wore was completely foreign to Korra. She had never seen Katara look this defeated. Drained. Her stomach fell, nausea building in her throat. 

“You’re with child.”

The Avatar blinked.

The voice of her mentor faded out. 

Korra was vaguely aware of the sensations around her. Naga was whimpering. The wind rattled at her flimsy window frame. The smell of old wood and cozy blankets clung to her. She could taste bile on her tongue. Her nails dug into the skin of her palms hard enough to draw blood. Her eyes fluttered closed.

Korra wondered if this was an elaborate nightmare, something her subconscious cooked up to torment her with the worst outcome possible. It had been a thread in a few of her nightmares—a common occurrence as a captive. She’d wake up in a cold sweat, shaky in the cold metal of her prison. It worsened in the few days leading up to her rescue after Amon violated her. She had bleakly entertained if either man would force her to bear his child. If that would be what she could look forward to for the rest of her life—being tethered to the men who ravaged her forever. 

Her mind went blank. Her worst fear and darkest horror was now a reality. The girl’s mouth became as arid as a summer desert. 

Katara was saying something. Korra couldn’t make it out. The things Tarrlok had promised her echoed faintly. He said he cared about her. Wouldn’t let anything bad happen to her. Could carve a future for them together. Naga and Katara seemed to notice her vacant expression, the lack of response she was giving. Her mentor pulled her into a compassionate embrace. Despite it all, Korra could not feel comforted. Katara’s words rolled off her like water off a turtle-duck’s back. Ringing in her ears overwhelmed any reassurance or contingencies Katara offered. 

Korra shriveled back from her mentor, staring blankly at the ground. 

“I need some time alone.” Korra said. Katara appeared worried, brows knitted together in anxiety. 

“Korra, let’s talk about it. It’s important for you to be aware of risks and what your health will look like. We’re all here for you. We can all help you through this.”

Korra didn’t respond. She wrapped the blanket tightly around her shoulders in silence. Katara frowned deeply, distressed by her protege’s prickly mood. 

“Korra,” Katara implored, “We can work together to find a solution to this. Your mother and father are worried for you. None of us want to see you go through this by yourself.”

Korra recoiled further away from Katara. Eyes widened in horror.

“They  know?!” 

The older woman’s shoulders slouched. A noiseless nod. Korra couldn’t breathe. She never wanted this. Eventually, on her own terms, maybe she’d tell them, but not this soon—not when she couldn’t verbalize it to herself.

“Leave me alone,” The girl snapped, her thin frame shuddering. “I-I don’t want to talk about this right now.”

Her mentor looked completely dejected. One more time, she tried to break through Korra’s defensive disposition.

“Korra, we can figure this out. Your family—”

“I don’t care!” Korra’s hands flew to cover her ears, shivering and sobbing now. She hated how weak she sounded; like a petulant child who couldn’t get her way. “I didn’t want them to know like this. I n-never wanted—didn’t ask for you or mom or dad to ‘fix’ this. Just leave me  alone.”

The older woman wore a mournful guise. She could come back to Korra when she was less upset. Without a word, she gathered the board and its pieces. Korra had lost. One wayward glance at the girl—now buried in blankets and ignoring the whimpers Naga made—gave way to her reluctant departure.

Korra’s eyes squeezed shut, hearing the old wood creak once more under her mentor’s weight. Tears flowed freely through dark lashes, hands coming to rest on her abdomen. She screamed under the blankets, muffling her anguish as reality began to sink in. Korra curled up despondently. 

She had never been more powerless. Months of captivity, being used by men twice her age, starved, bent into whatever shape the men saw fit, crying through the moments they’d use her, and none of it could compare to the utter helplessness nestling inside her. She was carrying a life-long reminder of the men that had tried to destroy her. For the first time in her life, Korra  hated  being the Avatar. She wished, more than anything, that she was someone else. That this wasn’t happening to her.

Her mind raced. Others knowing what she had experienced soon cluttered her thoughts. Mako, Bolin, Asami—all of them finding out, pitying her, treating her like some frail victim. Tenzin and Pema looking at her like she was a ghost of her former self. Everyone tip-toeing around her. Her pregnancy being the subject of speculation to the public. Article after article, glance after glance, whisper after whisper about what she suffered. About  what  the father was. What the child would  be. 

The worst thought of all—her child being looked at with nothing but derision. Hostility wherever they went. Uneasy stares. Fear. Apprehension. Distrust. Completely incomprehensible for a child. Absolute ostracization for them both. Could her friends handle the endless denigration? Could Tenzin? Could her family? Did she have the right to put them through that judgement from everyone else?

The future was becoming more and more grim. Korra’s heart ached at the thought of the rejection such a child would face—nevermind the difficulties with motherhood she’d endure. Each possibility laid out seemed more dismal than the previous. She curled up even smaller, considering what was possible, what could leave the people she loved without this burden. 

An idea bloomed in her thoughts. Korra could recognize one option that would leave her without pitying stares, abject distrust, bleak ostracization, and burdening the people she loved. Initially, she shook her head at the idea. No, she couldn’t hurt her loved ones like that. They deserved answers, closure, and deep down Korra knew this plan would offer them none of that. 

But it came back to her over and over as other thoughts blotted and stained. They bled together, meshing into pure static. Selfishly, she wanted nothing more than to follow through with it. Hours passed as she ruminated on the choice she could make. The life she could live, now that her life derailed beyond salvaging. Despite it all, she couldn’t dismiss the idea that kept coming back in her mind.

There was only one path ahead of her, and with terrible clarity Korra knew what she had to do. For her and this child. Korra sat up and gave Naga a long, thorough pet on her head. She kissed Naga’s forehead.

“I’m sorry, girl.”

Night soon fell. The next morning came and with it, the realization the Avatar had disappeared from Air Temple Island. 

The White Lotus frantically searched the beaches and the bay for her. Her parents were inconsolable. Naga wouldn’t stop howling for her. Korra’s friends were barely present, worried out of their minds for their friend. Tenzin and Pema struggled to put on a brave front for Korra’s family. Katara watched the water dourly. 

All that was left behind was a simple note on her bed:


   Take good care of Naga. 



   Love, Korra 



  Chamomile Tea


The stress and trauma from captivity pointed to the Avatar ending her own life. Naga’s nose only led her to the shores of Air Temple Island. After that, she’d frantically dig and whine when looking at the waves lapping against the sand. The common belief was that the Avatar had walked into the bay and let the water take her. 

Her parents returned to the south with her dear friend. The Avatar’s friends tried to find some camaraderie in Korra’s absence. It fizzled out. The three splintered off into living their own lives, drifting apart and occasionally popping up in scattered articles about reconstruction efforts in Republic City.

Tenzin, despite the losses, stayed with the council and fought tooth and nail to fix what he could. A few snapshots of the newest child of the family—Rohan, plump and adorable—circulated every-so-often when it was a slow news day. Lin Beifong wholeheartedly aided Tenzin and Fuyuko in reconstruction. It seemed she had rekindled her strained relationship with her sister, Suyin Beifong, who had started funneling resources and endless money to the destroyed city. A railway system was currently under construction from Zaofu to the in-progress city. Some housing had been erected, but things were far from settled.

Equalists still had a stranglehold on a few dilapidated boroughs. They held civilians prisoner in exchange for their leader, Amon, returned alive and well. Many Equalists assumed him a martyr killed by city officials—with the lack of any indication he perished, fractured radicals insisted city officials must have sadistically disposed of him in the bay to hide their crimes. The rare tabloid gave these claims more merit than they ever deserved. 

Articles memorializing her short time alive cluttered the front page for weeks, then relegated to the fifth page. Updates about her family’s well-being were shunted to the last page of the paper before it was no longer a topic readers found titillating. Soon the papers shifted to the search for the new Avatar in the Earth Kingdom. Of course, a baby couldn’t bend much, if at all. Results were fruitless. 

Life went on. Months passed. Seasons changed. Spring rains came and went, as did summer heat. The leaves on trees started changing color. Air became brisk in the morning. Currently, the radio is dominated by talk of a new-fangled ‘mover’ thing. The dial switched to the left, finding the right station, crackling through tinny speakers.

 “A moving picture!”  An enthused announcer exclaimed. Third time this week he’d been sponsored by that company. 

Korra tuned out the rest of his spiel. She’d believe that when she saw it. Korra’s hand absentmindedly cradled the prominent bump on her abdomen. The car she was riding in rumbled with each bump it came across. She smiled to herself. The lack of paved roads meant they were far, far away from Republic City. Korra let the gentle hum of a jazzy tune fill the back of the car. 

Korra had been travelling for months. The night she left Republic City, she’d chopped off as much hair as she could. Ever since, she’s maintained the short length. With new clothes, she appeared like an average non-bender. She had to adjust to that. It was oddly comforting to not be recognized. Blending in became something she appreciated more than she thought she would. People hardly even paid her any attention compared to what she was used to. 

She considered her ever-approaching due-date. She had picked names out. If it was a girl, Ila. If it was a boy, Atka. Korra, while not thrilled about her circumstances, had come to understand and accept the possibility of the child inheriting their father’s ability. Korra had uneasily decided: she would not bend around her child. She would raise them as a non-bender. Live as a non-bender. 

If worse came to worst, Korra resolutely decided she would try and use her power as the Avatar to stop them. She had entertained that fear on her most restless nights, splayed on her back and staring up at the stars. A present self-loathing would crash against her:  You couldn’t fight back against Tarrlok or Amon. You weren’t strong enough. You   aren’t    strong enough. This child will be the same, and you can’t change that. 

When she first began travelling alone, Korra often found herself slipping into utter self hatred. She would run through what had happened to her. Over and over, the nightmare would play itself out. Korra would scan the corners of each vivid memory, trying to find some way she could have prevented what happened. If she hadn’t been so weak. If she hadn’t taken Tarrlok’s bait. If she hadn’t entertained him in the first place. If she hadn’t been the Avatar. 

The  if’s weighed heavy on Korra. They raked across her skin, unpleasant reminders of her utter powerlessness in the face of men who had taken everything from her. That was part of the reason why she couldn’t stay. She couldn’t bear the thought of her loved-ones knowing how shattered she was. She didn’t want to burden them with the mess she became. The sleepless nights, the recurring nightmares, the fear of Amon and Tarrlok  finding  her and dragging her back to that anguish and never being able to escape it. All of it she suffered through silently, by herself. 

 It’s better this way. She would think, isolated in the boonies.

Shame and guilt were constant companions. If not for the way she left her loved ones, then for the weakness she had for being violated in the first place. Her self loathing and anger came in waves. She often slept with a knife under her pillow—just in case, she’d tell herself. Sleep was hard to come by. She’d be lucky if she got five hours at a time.

Despite the fear and doubts that plagued her, Korra knew she would be a better parent than Yakone ever would be. As a mother, Korra would only nurture and love. She would never treat them as horribly as those men must have been treated. Her baby wasn't an outlet for what she had experienced.

The car rumbled to a stop. The back door slid open; blinding sunlight streamed in. The driver, a grizzled woman decades older than Korra, held her hand out expectantly. 

“Oil ain’t cheap, miss.”

Korra dutifully fished for the helping of yuans she kept in her knap-sack. A generous portion—nearly the entire bag—clinked in the older woman’s hands. Her eyes crinkled greedily, and she shot Korra a four-toothed smirk. Korra returned one.

“Thanks for taking me this far. That should be enough to get you back.”

Korra stood up gingerly, groaning as she stood. The other woman stepped into the back and guided Korra out. 

Korra surveyed her surroundings. Truthfully, she’d picked this place out almost randomly. The map she had showed a tiny, isolated village deep in the heart of the desert, miles from any other city. She was pleased to see that was entirely accurate. Korra knew, if this child would inherit something as debilitating as blood-bending, the best place to live was somewhere with few people and less water. If they couldn’t hone their skills by bending water regularly, that made using a… genetic inheritance less likely. 

A few clay homes scattered across the barren landscape. A small, dusty well sat in the middle of the homes. There appeared to be a general shop and one post office. Other than that, the land was as bare as the sky was. It was perfect. She could disappear here. Korra blinked mistily, watching the sun start to dip over the flat, orange landscape. The pale blue of the day shifted to a brilliant red. Crimson bounced off the homes, the well, the shop and post office. 

Korra turned to the woman.

“Could you drive me a bit further out?”

The older woman huffed, but agreed.

“Alright. How far?”

“Far enough so the town is almost out of sight.” 

The older woman looked at her like she had three heads, but obliged. Korra crawled back into the car, and the rumble of the engine roared to life. The metal swayed and bumped the further they went. After what felt like ages, the vehicle stopped again. The older woman helped Korra out and glanced around worriedly.

“You sure you’ll be fine? ‘Yote’s like easy prey. Don’t feel right leavin’ you out here when it’s almost night.”

Korra snorted and shook her head. 

“I’ll be fine. I might not look it, but I’m tough.”

The woman gave her a skeptical, measured look. She spat on the ground grossly.

“If you’re sure, I oughta get goin’.”

“Wait,” Korra stopped her. She looked at the woman sternly, likely betraying the calm demeanor she wanted to portray. “Don’t tell anyone about this. Forget I asked for help.”

The woman blinked, then nodded. 

“Good luck, miss.”

With a sputter and unpleasant-sounding rumble, the car disappeared over the horizon. The tire tracks left behind were clear as day, but Korra knew the dust storms would take care of them. The howl of fox-coyote’s in the distance reminded her of Naga. 

Korra decided to erect her own home the easy way. She didn’t need to make things harder on herself, given how far along she was. With considerable effort, Korra raised four walls, the roof, punched out a window, made a few chairs, a stone bed frame, and a table to eat at. She was out of breath once she finished the table, leaning against it while bracing a hand on her stomach again. 

She wanted to make a nursery when she got the chance. A crib would be a nice touch. Another window wouldn’t hurt, either. A kitchen and bathroom would be good additions, too. Maybe a bedroom for herself. Korra could add those tomorrow. She observed her swollen abdomen and sighed fondly.

“You make this so much harder, little guy,” A chuckle left her. Fingers caressed distended skin. “Hurry up. There’s a home waiting for you.”

As if to answer its mother, Korra’s water broke. 

Hours of excruciating labor followed. Korra ended up tying a spare scrap of cloth around her mouth, not wanting to wake the entire town with her anguished screams. Through her muffled grunts of pain, Korra thought more than once she would die. Her entire body ached and screamed at the stress and strain she was enduring. She was being ripped apart from the inside, an all-consuming pain swallowing any coherent thought. 

Fingers clawed at the dirt around her for purchase. She repeated breathing exercises she’d picked up from Tenzin. Nearly a year ago at this point. Thoughts turned to the last time she had seen his children. It made her tear up more than the pain she was in, droves of tears dripping off her chin. She moved, squatted to a different angle to ease the burning pain bursting apart her entire lower half. For hours, Korra was alone, cold, and in horrible pain as her child slowly but surely came into the world.

The moon burned brightly in the sky when one final push saw the baby out. Korra gave a stark, shuddering gasp, groaning against the cloth in her mouth gutturally. Exhausted, aching, barely conscious, Korra somehow found the strength in her to gather some of the liquid that had come out of her and turned it to an ice knife. Her child’s umbilical cord severed. Korra gazed in wonder at their blood-soaked face. For a moment, Korra couldn’t tell if they were breathing or not. Her heart stopped in fear, looking for any sign of life. 

Crying, loud and caustic, broke the quiet night air. Korra nuzzled her sweat-matted forehead against her baby. 

“It’s okay,” She shushed, cradling them as best she could. “I’ve got you. I’ve got you.”

Korra glanced between her baby’s legs and cracked an enormous grin. Between her baby’s fussy cries and the light of the full moon, Korra sniffled. Tears of joy slid down her cheeks. Her sweet baby’s face scrunched up and twisted to her amusement. Fingers came to stroke her baby’s head softly. A fox-coyote howled distantly. 

“Welcome to the world, Ila.”

~*~*~

Motherhood was no cakewalk. Korra found herself pitying her parents at a few different points. She’d hold Ila to her breast when she’d get fussy, exhausted from crying her eyes out. She wondered,  Was I like this? Sorry Mom. Sorry Dad.  

The first few weeks had her seriously wondering if going back to her family would be necessary. Ila cried often, and though Korra was no stranger to insomnia at this point, it was difficult to get used to. Not a night would go by where Ila didn’t wake her from a dead sleep. She’d feed Ila, change her, and if neither stopped her crying, Korra would cradle her until she passed out. 

The crib she had erected from the earth was sturdy and did its job. A few trips to the town for some home-making essentials helped the structure feel homely. Korra could tell the townspeople were trying to figure out who she was. She gave a fake name—Amala—which seemed to sate some of their curiosity. Small talk didn’t earn much of a response from her. She’d go into town, get what she needed, and leave without saying a word to anyone.

Korra preferred things this way.

Before long, she started running low on yuans. To make up for low funds, Korra began to hunt the game in the area. She recalled the tips Dad had given her when she’d demanded to go with him on one of his hunting trips.  Stay low, bait them out, don’t be afraid to act when you have to. 

She remembered once, as a little girl, saying she wanted to be able to hunt like him. He’d ruffled her hair, and told her maybe when she was older. 

Korra made her own spear, whittling some earth into a rather crude spearhead. The process was time consuming without her bending. A shaft of stone attached to the base of the head. Some wood from the town made the heel of the spear. Hammering the shaft into the wood was not easy to figure out at first. When she did manage it, Korra swept Ila up into her arms from the crib.

“Whaddaya think?” She asked, brandishing the weapon with confidence. Ila made a noise, and to Korra’s delight, her puny hands reached for the spear in curiosity. A bright laugh left her. She kissed Ila’s cheek, setting the spear against the wall and cradling her in bed. “Maybe when you’re older, sweetheart.”

Hunting proved to be a chore. It’d take hours at a time. Korra learned to be patient after her first few trips turned up meager results. Practice—endless, excruciating practice—thankfully improved her performance. A few months after settling down in the heart of the Earth Kingdom desert, Korra was bringing back game she could use for whatever she needed. Meat, pelts, fat for cooking, even bones could be fashioned into tools. She didn’t waste a single part of the animals. What she didn’t keep for herself was sold for a reasonable price at the local general store.

Korra got used to getting by without her bending, to her surprise. She seldom found it necessary in day-to-day life. And while it would have made hunting easier, Korra knew she’d only make those excuses to suit her own needs until Ila found out what she could do. With that revelation would come a fascination with bending. More than anything, she couldn’t let that happen. So she learned how to do things without that crutch. Starting fires, washing clothes, needing new furniture—it all became part of the humdrum of domesticity.

Baths were maybe the most difficult thing to consider when she’d first arrived. Korra eventually settled on the best solution she had. Dampening a wash rag just enough to clean Ila. It was time consuming, but Korra insisted on it. She couldn’t avoid water her entire life. But the less she exposed Ila to it, the less likely it was she’d develop anything resembling her father’s abilities—whichever man it was.

Ila grew fast. Korra could hardly keep up with getting her clothes that fit. She reluctantly began to learn how to sew. She was far worse at sewing than she was hunting. Swearing went hand-in-hand with the needle. With time and endless mistakes, she became competent. Rips and tears—often from hunting—could be mended. 

Within Ila’s first year, Korra was comfortable with the life she carved out. Here and there the frustrations of Ila’s crying would get to her, but overall she couldn’t complain. Cooking daily became routine. She’d bounce Ila on her hip, talking about her day, what she’d hunted, the seasonings she’d bought at the general store. The selection was limited, but she didn’t mind. Simple days bled into simple weeks, simple months. Korra was surprisingly enjoying a simple life.

It was Ila’s first birthday. Ila, on Korra’s hip while cooking, uttered her first word—mama. Korra dropped the wooden spoon she’d been using to stir some meat with left-over fat. She ruffled her daughter’s dark hair (the same shade as hers) affectionately. 

“That’s right,” Her smile was ear to ear. She took Ila’s hand in hers, then rubbed her nose against Ila’s. “Mama loves you, Ila.”

As Ila grew, so did Korra’s love for her. Teaching her to walk was certainly a challenge. Ila started to repeat some words Korra would say in a rough imitation.  Mama, food, up, what’s that,  became phrases she’d hear daily. 

Korra decided to start teaching her how to read shortly before her second birthday. They could start with some simple characters, then pronunciation.

She laid out some papers, littered them with characters written in the cheapest ink and pen available. Ila toddled over, tilted her head curiously, and asked, “Mama, what’s that?”

“These are ‘characters’. We’re going to read and write.”

Too late did Korra realize giving a toddler uninhibited access to black ink was a bad idea. By the end of the hour, half of Korra’s wardrobe and all the clothing Ila had were stained. That cheerful giggle of hers echoed brightly when Korra tried to wrangle her at first. And so, the ‘terrible two’s’ she’d heard about started.

Though it was difficult to get the girl under control as she grew into a toddler, Korra loved Ila deeply and truly. Each tantrum, each defiant  ‘NO!  ’, each mess she made of the house only deepened Korra’s fondness for her daughter. It was not easy. She lost her temper a few times, and Ila lost her temper  many times. Korra was at her wit’s end some days.

But as Ila curled by her side, the moon burning through their windows, the howl of the cold night air ever-present, Korra could only admire and love every inch of her. She watched Ila sleep closely, feeling her slight heartbeat, watching her tiny chest rise and fall. 

 How could someone hurt a child like this?  She wondered darkly. It was nights like these that brought those morbid thoughts of Yakone and his sons to mind. Katara’s words of Yakone’s abuse had stuck with her. 

Try as she might to imagine the depravity, Korra simply couldn’t. It just didn’t make sense to her. But if he was as twisted as Katara said (extortions, trafficking, murder) it was no wonder Tarrlok and Amon were the way they were. A surprising amount of pity for them bubbled up inside her. She didn’t want to forgive them. Korra likely never would. But the thought of a once-innocent child being formed into something so horrible…

Korra pulled her daughter to her chest protectively. She kissed the dark curls that framed her face.

“I love you, Ila.”

As Ila turned three, Korra saw her daughter finally start to mellow out. Tantrums were not uncommon, but were not a daily occurrence. Thank the Spirits. Life went on as usual. One day, Ila tugged on her pants as she was about to go into town.

“Mama, I wanna go too.”

Korra looked uneasily between Ila’s brilliant blue eyes (paler than hers) and the town in the distance. She had never once disclosed that she had a child to the locals.  For our safety, she’d thought. While Korra had never outright lied, the idea made her stomach queasy. The well, all the people around, something could go wrong even if Ila didn’t mean it.

Ila squeezed her hand tightly. Those pale, beautiful eyes stared intently, inquisitively.

“Please?”

Korra’s firmness dissolved. 

“Stay right by me, okay? Don’t let go of my hand.”

Ila cracked a big smile.

It made sense that her kid would be as free-spirited as her. Now that she was able to talk, walk, and read a few things, Korra couldn’t keep her cooped up forever. 

The walk to the town wasn’t too bad since the sun had barely risen. The heat of mid-day was awful, and something she wasn’t used to. The morning air was dry and cool. She could finish up some shopping and hurry back. Korra couldn’t help but feel anxious, gripping Ila’s hand as tight as she could.

Ila loudly pointed things out as she saw them, something Korra couldn’t help but laugh at. 

“Mama! That house is all weird!”

Korra turned red. 

“Let’s use our inside voices,” Korra chimed, eagerly dragging little Ila forward. A few townspeople were milling about. Some of the women stared at Ila. Korra swallowed some of her discomfort. “How about we go in?”

The general store door  banged  open. Korra hadn’t meant to slam it. Ila straggled behind as Korra rushed to the counter. The shopkeep, an elderly man with sagging eyes and thinning hair, looked astonished at the sight of Ila. He twinkled warmly. 

“Hello there.” 

“Hi!” Ila beamed. She stuck her hand out in a wave. Korra cleared her throat. 

“The usual, thanks.”

“You got it.”

He hummed to himself—something she’d never seen him do in their brief interactions. Ila looked around the wooden walls. 

“Mama, what’s that?” Ila’s hushed inside voice asked. A chubby finger pointed to the painting on the wall. It was one Korra had passed hundreds of times. A woman pale as the moon with hair dark as night sat weeping by a pond. A spectral hand reached from the water to comfort her. It was somewhat morbid, she now thought.

“That’s  Jiu’s Mourning.” 

The shopkeeper placed the usual—a bag of dry jerky, some seasonings, and a bar of soap—on the sturdy wood counter. 

“Jao’s morning?” Ila repeated. The shopkeeper gestured to it. 

“Jiu was the daughter of a chief military officer. She fell in love with a poor man. When her father found out, the poor man was called to join the officer’s army. He wanted to prove himself to his love and her family. Jiu begged him not to go, but he did. He was killed in his first fight. This painting is after she learned what happened.”

Korra’s hand on Ila’s tightened. 

“Jiu cried for one-hundred days. On the one-hundredth, the lakes and rivers around her house dried up. The forests died. The home she loved turned to a desert. This desert. She never shed a tear again. She had no use for them anymore.”

Korra grabbed the usual off the counter. She dug in her pockets for the amount needed. Metal clattered on wood.

“Huh.” She mumbled, pointedly ignoring the painting. 

“If you’re ever interested in stories, I’ve got plenty.” He offered an earnest grin to Ila.

“Thanks! Why are you so old?”

Korra felt her cheeks heat in embarrassment. The shopkeeper erupted in a good-natured guffaw. Ila giggled to herself. 

“Sorry, sir.” Korra turned to leave before Ila could spout anything else off.

“Nothing to apologize for! You ladies are welcome any time. Have a good day, Amala.”

Korra looked back over her shoulder. The shopkeep was looking at the painting fondly. The corners of her lips turned up.

Upon exiting the general store, Korra blinked. A gaggle of local women had gathered outside the door. Korra instinctively pushed Ila behind her. 

“Excuse me.” She tried to push past but the women stayed in place.

“Hi!” Ila sang. Korra’s efforts proved fruitless as the women around her looked ecstatic at the sight of the girl. 

“Hello dear,” An elderly woman held her palm out. A wrapped candy lay in her hand. “Do you like candy?”

“What’s ‘kan-di’?” 

The women tittered. Korra sighed to herself. At this rate, they’d be back by nightfall. 

“It’s a sweet treat,” Korra said. “Go ahead, you’ll like it.”

Ila excitedly snatched the ‘kan-di’. She unwrapped it and shoved it in her mouth. An ecstatic shriek broke the quiet morning air.

“Mama, iff’s sho goo’!”

The women burst into loud chortling.

“Your kid is adorable!” A middle-aged woman declared. She hunched over closer to Ila’s eye-level. “How old are you, sweetie?”

“Three!” Ila eagerly answered.

Korra became less closed off as the townswomen continued asking Ila questions, piling compliments on. They were generally making the girl feel like she was special. The young woman leaned cooly against the wood of the shop, watching the townswomen coo and engage Ila. At last, a pleased, gentle expression crossed her features. 

Korra was happy to watch the townswomen crowd around and leave her daughter enchanted with comments and quips about whatever Ila said. Ila quite enjoyed the attention, acting almost  arrogant  about it. Korra couldn’t help but smile at how she showed off all the words she knew to the locals.

“Watch this!” Ila demanded, before tumbling into a clumsy somersault. The women praised the maneuver and Ila smirked proudly. 

“She’s got so much energy,” A young mother, looking a few years older than Korra, opined. Korra noticed she had a wrap holding her baby to her chest. Her gaze softened. “How do you keep up with her?”

“I don’t,” Korra joked. The young mother laughed earnestly, then leaned against the wood of the shop next to her. “She runs circles around me most days. Today’s her first time in town.”

The young mother nodded. 

“My little one sleeps like a rock. He’s fussy at night, but a sweetheart during the day.”

She leaned closer to Korra, showing her boy’s face. The boy had tan skin, sandy hair, and true to the woman’s word, had a serene guise.

“How old is he?”

“Seven months,” She propped her baby up a bit. “My husband works at the post office most days. What about yours?”

Korra’s smile faltered. She looked from the dusty ground to the bright blue of the cloudless sky.

“He died a few years ago.”

The young mother looked at her with sympathy. 

“I’m so sorry,” Her hand came to soothe Korra’s back. “If you ever need  any help, all of us are here. We take care of each other in this town. You don’t have to go through this alone.”

Surprisingly touched by the young mother, Korra pushed back tears that threatened to spill over. She reciprocated the touch and gave her an ardent look of gratitude. 

“Thank you.”

“You’re Amala, right? I’m Shu.”

She held her hand out expectantly. Korra shook it.

“It’s nice to meet you, Shu.”

Korra became lost in conversation with Shu, chatting about what helped ease the workload of homemaking and caretaking. Before Korra knew it, the sun was high in the sky and the heat of the day had made itself known. Ila gradually grew cranky. She tugged on Korra’s pants irritably.

“Mama,” Her face scrunched up in that familiar way. “I’m hot.”

“Looks like we should get going,” Korra remarked. Shu gave a small wave. “Thank you again. I appreciate the talk.”

“Mothers have to stick together,” Shu gestured to other women still nearby. “We’re better together than we are by ourselves.”

Ila yanked Korra’s pants again.

 “Moooom.”  

A chuckle left her. She waved goodbye to the townswomen, and the blistering heat of the day bore down on her and Ila on the trip back. Ila sulked and lagged behind to the point Korra picked her up. Her usual order in one arm and daughter in the other, Korra was drenched in sweat by the time they made it back to their home. She laid Ila down in the bed, relieved by the cool shade of their home.

Ila had already fallen asleep in time for her midday nap. Korra brushed some of Ila’s short hair back. Her thoughts flitted to the townspeople. How accommodating and eager they had been to talk with her and Ila. To offer help. Support. Arms wrapped around her daughter tightly, saddling in next to her on the cushy bed. 

This trust, though fragile, was the first time Korra had been seen by another person in years. She was scared it could be ripped away. But she was more hopeful than she was afraid. A spark of hope burned timidly. 


   We’re not alone. 


Nuzzling her dear Ila, Korra let tears flow until, like Jiu, she had no more need for them. 


  Amaranthine Tea


A cut out newspaper clipping slid across the wood of the general store counter. It contained a photo of a girl that looked strikingly similar to Amala, with long hair tied up neatly in a foreign-style. Her smile was much happier than the one Amala would show. The shopkeep’s gaze wandered from the photo to the hand that held it.

“Have you seen a girl that looks like this?” The man, middle-aged with dark skin, long hair, a dusting of facial hair, and severe bags under his blue eyes, asked. The fading sunset cast him in deep red. A hefty knapsack jingled by his waist, sounding heavy as he shifted from one foot to the other. The shopkeeper blinked skeptically.

“Who’s asking?”

“I’m her father. I travelled here from the Southern Water Tribe,” His hands ran through his hair exasperatedly. “I’m trying to find her. I haven’t seen her in four years. Her mother’s worried sick. We haven’t known peace since she disappeared.”

The shopkeeper scratched his nose uncomfortably. A pang of pity rippled against the old man’s conscience.

“I heard rumors that a girl lived nearby with a child,” He choked up miserably. His blue eyes swam with tears he desperately blinked back. Fingers shivered with the clipping in his hands. “If it’s her—Please, help me find my family. If you know anything, I need to know. I just want to find my daughter.”

The shopkeeper simply couldn’t refuse the young woman’s father. The elderly man pulled out a scrap of paper and a cheap pen from one of the holsters behind him. He drew out the distance from Amala’s house to the town and slid it back to the father. 

“Follow this path, she’s over the horizon in a stone house.”

The man slumped forward in relief. 

“I can’t thank you enough,” He nearly sobbed. “Thank you.”

“Of course,” The shopkeeper let a comforting hand slide to the father’s shoulder. “Family is irreplaceable.”

With the light of day quickly evaporating, the father rushed to the door of the general shop. There wasn’t a moment to waste.

“Oh, I didn’t catch your name.” The shopkeep called after him. The father paused. Without turning back to the shopkeep, he spoke.

“Kuak. My name is Kuak.”

“Good luck, Kuak.”

The door slammed closed.

~*~*~

“Come in before it’s dark. Fox-coyote’s  love the taste of girls named Ila.”

Ila stuck her tongue out at Korra, clutching her new doll defensively. The house was lit with the flicker of a lone candle. 

“Fine!” She huffed, marching out the door. An hour from sundown, Korra knew Ila would be back before it was too dark. She always was.

Now four years old, Ila often spent evenings playing right outside the house, watching the sunset as Korra tended to the last chores of the day. Korra was currently washing some clothes in a basin. She’d often only do laundry when Ila was napping or otherwise occupied. It helped she could entertain herself better than Korra could for such a long period of time. 

Korra hummed as she worked to rub the stains out of Ila’s newest victim: A bright tunic some of the townswomen weaved for her fourth birthday. She admired the clear technique in each thread’s placement. The woman made a note to herself to ask how exactly they managed it. At twenty-two, Korra was more skilled at hunting than sewing. With a snort to herself, she wondered if it would ever be something she’d improve at. 

Fingers scrubbed until the bright tunic shimmered cleanly. Next came her undergarments, then Ila’s pants and shirts. Korra found herself subconsciously breathing in rhythm to the movement of the water. She could feel the potent, thrumming energy around her skin. It called to her, teeming with a recognizable charge. Water, heavy, suffocating, clung to her hands. 

A slow exhale. Count to three. Breathe out. Breathe in. Count to ten. A slow exhale. Repeat. 

Tenzin’s breathing exercises came to her instinctually. Whenever she’d be tempted to bend in everyday life, that pattern of breathing helped restrain the urge. Whether it was the earth feeling malleable, cooking fires crackling her name, or the ebb of water naturally whispering to her, she would take a step back, feel the air around her, and leave the elements unanswered. 

It would steady her will. The repetition grounded her. Though the pulse of the elements around her beckoned, she ignored their call. Korra scrubbed at a particularly nasty stain in Ila’s clothes. 

To think so much time had already passed. Korra’s mind flitted to what her parents might be doing. The choice she made hadn’t been one she was guilt-less over. It had felt necessary at the time. Korra didn’t know if regret was the right word for the heavy shame that would come to her. She didn’t regret living like this with Ila. This domesticity had become comfortable. 

Korra couldn’t help but miss her friends and family. She missed the people she loved. Naga was probably sulking by the fire with Dad in her absence. It would have been nice to share the moments she’d had with Ila. Her mind wandered, thinking about how she believed each companion in her life would react to the young girl. 

Naga would be ecstatic to have a ‘mini-Korra’ to play around with. The thought brought a deep warmth to her chest, smiling at the thought of Naga excitedly prancing around her newest friend. Mom and Dad would be equal parts exhausted and entertained. Dad would be laughing at the girl’s enormous ego. Mom would be giving her that stern look when Ila left something broken or messy.

Tenzin and his family would be beyond accepting of the girl. Tenzin would offer to meditate with her, and quickly learn the apple-pear did not fall far from the tree with Ila’s patience. Pema would tiredly smile as Ila said the funniest joke imaginable—a repetitious serenade of ‘doodoo’, ‘fart’, ‘poopyhead’ in quick succession. Rohan would be a good playmate for her. Meelo would certainly egg Ila on into playing games that would annoy his sisters. Ikki would match Ila’s energy effortlessly. Jinora, ever-patient, would read story after story to Ila. 

Korra wondered how her friends would react. Asami would probably be as perfect as ever. She’d listen to Ila ramble on about whatever came to her. Probably give her nice play-clothes, too. Korra couldn’t help but imagine Ila looking around Asami’s house in wonder at how huge it was. Bolin would be a great sport. He’d find himself teased by Ila, but offer good-natured laughs that effortlessly drew her to enjoying his company. Pabu would adorably curl up by Ila, trilling in her presence.

As for Mako…

Her gut twisted with melancholy at the thought of him meeting her child. Korra believed he’d need time to adjust. He wouldn’t treat Ila poorly. Mako would be distant. Offering an awkward nod here and there, some lukewarm agreement if she asked him something. She froze, hands wrapped tightly around the fabric she was washing. 

Things would be different. 

He’d not look at her the same way, would he? 

Korra couldn’t shake the thought. It hurt, but she knew it was more than likely true. Her crush on him had long faded away. The woman imagined his feelings must have faded for her after all this time. Korra only hoped that their tender friendship would be something she could rekindle someday. 

The water stilled. A heavy, oppressive weight in her chest bloomed. 

She missed them. Missed them so much it  hurt. Try as she might to ignore the feeling like she had so many times before, Korra couldn’t. It was suffocating. Trying Tenzin’s breathing exercises did nothing to combat the raw, painful nostalgia that rippled through her. Korra wished she could bat the painful reminiscence away. She sat there for far too long, wondering if she would ever be free of the feeling that she needed to go back—that she was obligated to return.

Faintly, Korra realized the sun had already set. The water had turned cold. The howl of fox-coyote’s echoed far away.

With a start, Korra jolted up from the water basin. Ila was not inside. She came to the door, blinking in the dark cover of night, adjusting to the black sky. She made out the shape of Ila a bit further out than she would usually be. 

“Ila, come back in—”

It was then that Korra’s sight adjusted fully to the dark. She could discern the shape of a man. A man whose silhouette was all too familiar. A man who was currently standing in front of Ila.

Korra didn’t think. She acted on pure instinct. Without a second to waste, Korra hurled herself forward. In the blink of an eye, she had sprinted from the door to Ila, and forced a barricade of earth to raise itself between herself and the man. Ila yelped in surprise, astounded by the sudden appearance of her mother and her unexplainable ability. 

“Mama, what—” She warbled. Korra swallowed the regret bubbling at the back of her throat for revealing herself as a bender. What really mattered was making sure Ila was safe, and far away from what would happen next. She pet dear, sweet Ila’s hair.

“Go inside Ila. Now.”

Ila looked terrified. Korra grit her teeth. She hadn’t wanted to scare Ila, but if it was between Ila being hurt and Ila being scared, she chose the latter easily.

“Now!” She yelled harshly. Ila ran back to the house without a second glance behind. 

Korra could faintly make out Ila’s crying—something that burned her from the inside out. Once Ila was inside, Korra raised a solid block of earth to block out the window and door. Korra grit her teeth, lowering the initial barrier, summoning white-hot flames to her palms.

Tarrlok was kneeling apologetically, cast in shadow. He looked ghostly, and Korra had to blink to be sure he wasn’t some tormenting vision. The older man was gaunt, thin. Korra’s fists clenched in undistilled rage. She kept a distance between herself and him, terrified and furious.

“I’m not here to hurt you,” He stammered, as frightened as Ila was. His head bowed to the earth. “I’m not going to do anything—I just want to talk, Korra.”

“I don’t care!” Korra couldn’t control her volume, so furious that he had come here, to the one place she was safe—stalked her,  tried to talk to Ila. She blazed with an anger she hadn’t experienced in the worst of her captivity. “You can’t say anything to change what’s happened!”

Tarrlok looked miserably pitiable, desperate for closure she would never give him. Her knuckles turned bone white from the effort it was taking not to destroy him. Horribly, that sinking helplessness resurfaced. She quivered, horrified that even now, the fear he had instilled in her was something her body instinctively reproduced. Korra bit back a sob as her eyes grew watery with unshed tears. 

For a long moment, the two said nothing. The cool desert air washed over them. Tarrlok, for his part, did look remorseful. Korra noticed, as he knelt quietly, a thin, pale scar that crept across his neck. He looked so much older than the last time they were together. His hair was graying, a shadow of hair lining his cheeks. 

“I’m sorry,” He rasped despondently. “I’m sorry for everything. I hurt you too much to ever make things right.”

Korra’s stomach twisted again. This was not manipulation. This was not a trick. It was too earnest to be a lie. Sincerity oozed from his words. His eyes had dulled, flat and barren now. She didn’t know what to make of this development. He seemed broken, mangled into something she barely recognized now. Gone was his cunning expression, the often-wily smirk he wore. Tarrlok, as she had known him, had disappeared. In his place was this husk. 

“I can’t change what I’ve done,” Tarrlok stumbled. “I never wanted to hurt you. I loved you. I still love you. I can’t lose that part of my heart. I need you to know that.”

Nausea began to overwhelm Korra at this confession. All she could think was how selfish this was of him. What did he expect her to say? Something to absolve him? Something to make him hate himself less? Korra could hardly fathom what he was telling her. It was all too much. Her throat closed up, breath not leaving her for an agonizing second. 

Nails dug deeply into the skin of her palms, that horrible powerlessness curling deep inside her. She felt the earth greet her trembling knees. Suddenly, she was the same fragile girl she had been four years ago, trapped under a vile man’s thumb with no escape. Her breath came in short, pained bursts. 

Rivulets fell ceaselessly from Korra’s eyes. The fire from her hands faded. Quiet, betrayed sniffles left her. She hated how useless she felt. All the power she had couldn’t stop this weakness from spilling forward. She had never been safe. She had been stupid enough to think running away would make her someone else. That perhaps after a lifetime of no choices, she might be able to forge her own path. Tears pricked at her eyes once more. 

“I have something for you.”

The man slid a heavy, jingling knapsack across the dirt. Korra shuddered, gaze catching him in scornful anger.

“I’m not going to say that’s enough for what I did to you. I’m not trying to buy your silence either. It’s the least I could do,” The words sounded practiced, like he’d rehearsed over and over what he would say. The older man paused. He inhaled deeply, like he was steeling himself before taking a plunge in shark-orca infested waters. “There’s enough for housing and her education at a nice school.”

Korra felt that deep sense of helplessness all-but evaporate the moment he mentioned Ila. She shot up, infuriated. Flames erupted within her palms again.

“You don’t get a say in this!” She shouted, rage boiling over into abject hatred. “You think I’ll let you near her after you throw some money at me?”

“I-I’m not asking for that,” He stuttered shakily. “I’m merely—”

“‘Merely’ trying to worm your way back into my life?!” She took a step forward, fists clenched, the fire in her palms flickering brightly under the dark night sky. Tarrlok looked sourly at the impressions of footsteps in the dirt. His palms upturned plaintively. 

“I wanted to help. To make sure she had a good life. That’s all I want for you two.”

Korra felt the anger coiling inside her tighten. The knapsack remained on the ground, dirt marring the once-clean fabric.

"Kidnapping me, starving me, leaving me with your monster of a brother, violating me over and over, forcing me to raise a child when I was barely an adult—" Her voice was cold, jaw clenched in bitter resentment. "—That is your idea of a 'good life'?"

Tarrlok flinched. His eyes stayed fixed on the ground, deference clear in his body language.

“I’m not pretending I'm a good person." Tarrlok forced the words out quickly, seeing how thin her patience was, how hot the flames on her fists grew. 

She shot back, “You are.”

Tarrlok sighed exasperatedly, pinching the bridge of his nose.

"I don't expect you to forgive me. I want to make things easier down the line. I've caused you enough trouble for one lifetime," The man relented. He swallowed thickly, dejectedly. “I’m no better than my father.”

The words hung in the air, thick with regret. He was asking for closure. Amnesty. Mercy. Mercy he had never shown her. 

The quiet of the desert night swallowed up any words. Korra searched Tarrlok, looking for a hint of the man she once knew. But all she saw was sadness, defeat. It was a face she never thought she’d see from him. Heart thudding in her chest, Korra considered his pathetic, miserable expression. Hollow cheeks, dull eyes that had no malice or cunning in them, his anemic, shaky frame.

Reluctantly, the flames in Korra’s hands receded. Hurting him would only worsen her conflicting feelings. It wouldn’t change what had happened. And seeing how weak he was, how pathetic he had become, Korra couldn’t take any pleasure in beating down on him. Beating him senseless didn’t sit well with her. She wasn’t cruel the way he was. She knew it wouldn’t have satisfied her anyway.

Silently, Korra hurled the weighty knapsack back at him. It  thudded  against his torso painfully, knocking him back a bit. She towered over him, face twisting into a disgusted glare.

“Take your money. I don’t want it, and I don’t want you near us. If I see you again, I will kill you.”

Tarrlok looked startled, eyes increasingly desperate.

"Korra, please. Think about it. She’s got her whole life ahead of her. She should have the best chance possible. Even if I’m not a good person, can’t you grant Ila this?"

Hearing Ila’s name from his mouth drew dark, primal anger from Korra, the likes of which she hadn’t felt since Tarrlok had told her they would start a new life together. Him, of all people: invoking Ila like she was some pawn, like he had any right to care, like Korra would be gullible to obvious manipulation, like he was some role model, like she was still some stupid fucking teenager who could be bought and toyed with—

“Don’t talk about her like you care!”

Korra’s fist shot forward, surging with a power and tension she had never felt before. Instead of the burning hot flame she anticipated, an enormous burst of wind sliced through the still night effortlessly. It was strong enough to throw Tarrlok off his feet, rolling a good distance away. Korra stared in shock at her fist. Tarrlok's mouth fell agape. Korra gazed dumbly at the path the air cleaved through desert dirt. Time stretched between the two. The howl of fox-coyote’s rang through the desert landscape. 

Korra’s hands shook. Years of living without bending, without training, trying to forget about who she was—none of it had mattered. She had only lulled herself into a false sense of security. Korra had pulled the wool over her own eyes, believing that if she blinded herself, the reality of who she was would never affect her. That Ila could escape the horror of her father’s legacy. Too late did she realize, as she felt the air thrum around her the same way water, fire, and earth would, that she had been fighting against her very essence. 

She had reduced herself to a shameful mix of regret and ignorance, trying to separate entirely from what she had been through, who she was. It had been a potent source of pain and suffering—but denying it had only left her back at square one. She was still the Avatar. Korra’s shoulders shook with something she couldn’t name. But more than that, Korra felt a steely resolve stir her very foundation. 

A strength she hadn’t felt in ages swelled from deep within her. Clarity flooded her senses, so immense she felt her strong stance grow more and more secure. The night air shifted. This abhorrent reunion was no longer something that frightened and cowed her. The anger she felt had not dissipated. It had morphed into a burning crescendo of decisiveness. Strength. Love.

For Ila. For herself. She would never be afraid again.

Korra took a step towards him, courage radiating off the young woman. Her bright blue eyes met his pale, nervous gaze.

“I will never forgive you,” she stated decisively. There wasn’t a trace of fear or doubt in her. “And you will never be part of her life.”

Tarrlok gazed on in mute fear, shaking like a terrified animal. He seemed to realize how fruitless this endeavor had been. His selfishness in contacting her again had been the most painful reminder of her old life, and one that he now regretted. Wrestling with the desire to try and explain himself further, Tarrlok’s mouth fell open. No words came out. He could say nothing to change the sheer determination in her voice. The conviction she had was just like that fateful night four years ago. 

The man saw the same, raw power she possessed back then. He wasn’t backed into a corner this time; if he wanted to, he could have Korra back in his grasp with a twist of his finger. Take everything from her all over again. Then, he’d be worse than his brother. Worse than his father. Worse than he had any right to be. 

This journey he had been on—for penance, atonement, some contrition he could never grasp—had been completely futile. Korra was unshakeable as ever. And Ila, whether she was his child or his niece, had the same curiosity, spirit, and beauty as her mother. She was loved, cared for. That much was obvious. An ugly pall of shame dug into his mind. This had been worse than a mistake. It wasn’t some lapse in judgement. Everything he had done had been calculated, deliberate. Begging for some peace of mind from the young woman had only proven the truth to him: Tarrlok would never find absolution.

The man felt tears sting at his eyes, crestfallen under the young woman’s unwavering spirit. He had ruined himself in pursuit of something he could never have. It was wrong for him to try and appeal to her. Tarrlok had deluded himself into believing that talking to her could alleviate some of the pain she felt. Kaleidoscopes of ice and Amaranthine tea clung to the roof of his mouth. There was nothing else he could say. Nothing else he could do. 

He stood wordlessly, wobbly-legged and forlorn. One last look in her eyes told him it was over. Tarrlok’s hands gripped the knapsack tightly. 

“Goodbye, Korra.”

With that, he walked away from her forever.

Korra watched as he faded away like a distant nightmare, footprints the only evidence of his arrival and departure. The wind whistled lowly, vitality returning to her body as she felt the energy of the element all around her. A breath left her when she no longer saw Tarrlok’s figure on the horizon. He was finally gone.

Korra rushed back to the house, lowering the barricades she had thrown up to protect Ila. The earth slid against the corner of the window and door. Ila was cowering in their shared bed. The flicker of candlelight bounced off her curled up form. Korra’s arms wrapped around her tightly. Ila hiccuped in surprise. Tears stained her round cheeks, brow knitted together in confusion. 

“Mama,” She shakily whispered, small hands grabbing Korra tightly, “What happened?”

Korra petted her head tenderly, pressing kiss after kiss into her hair. Her hands soothed Ila, stroking her back and wiping away her tears as they came. 

“We’re okay, Ila. There’s nothing to be scared of anymore. I promise.” 

Ila looked up at her mother, blinking those pale-blue eyes sadly. 

“How did you do that?”

The girl gestured to the discarded slabs of earth. Korra inhaled deeply. 

“There’s a lot I haven’t told you, Ila,” She murmured. Korra stared into Ila’s eyes with purpose. “I’m supposed to bring balance to the world. I’m the Avatar. I can bend every element.”

To prove her point, Korra raised a small, Ila-shaped figurine from the earth. She called the water from the basin, heart warming at the gasp of delight Ila let out. Korra swirled the water in a gentle motion, Ila reaching out to poke the water. The water slid back into the basin. Korra summoned a small flame in her palm in the shape of a rabbit-rat. Ila watched the flicker of light in awe. Lastly, Korra blew a soft gust of wind from her fist. The Ila figurine fell into her awaiting palm. 

The girl looked shocked at the display, mesmerized by her mother’s power. Korra drank in the sight of Ila smiling from ear to ear. 

“I’m sorry for not telling you. I wanted to keep you safe. I thought bad guys wouldn’t show up if I kept it a secret.”

“You’re so cool!” She chirped, throwing her arms around Korra in a big hug. Korra chuckled, finding the girl’s attitude infectious. “Was that a bad guy? Did you beat him up?”

Korra’s mouth skewed to the side, biting the inside of her cheek. Ila rattled off question after question, desperate for answers the way Korra had been at her age. When she asked whether or not Korra could move the sky, the young woman gently laid a hand on her shoulder and guided her to bed. 

“Let’s talk about everything tomorrow. For now, let’s get some rest, okay?”

“But Mooooom!”

“No ‘but’s. You have a bedtime and so does Mama.”

Ila groaned dramatically but complied, slipping under the sheets. Korra followed, cradling Ila in her arms tightly. The girl snuggled against her mother warmly. 

“Mama,” she whispered. “Thank you for keeping me safe.”

Korra kissed Ila’s forehead reverently. Without another word, they fell asleep, and for the first time in four years, Korra got an entire night’s rest.

~*~*~

“I’d like to report a crime.”

The officer behind the desk blinked confusedly. In front of him was an emaciated, dark-skinned man with long hair and pale eyes. He lazily reached for a pen and paper. 

“If this is about the gopher-hogs, I can’t do anything about that. Digging through gardens isn’t a crime, and I can’t arrest literal animals.” The officer recited the words like it was the hundredth time he’d said that today.

“I’m a bloodbender and I know where Amon is.”

The officer jumped back quickly, eyeing the man with abject fear. The dark-skinned man sighed irritatedly.

“I’m not going to hurt anyone. I’ll comply.”

He held his wrists out meekly. The officer eyed him with suspicion, nervously cuffing him. He dialled the rotary phone on his desk. The officer hurriedly told a higher-up about the man in the station. The phone slammed on the desk when he finished the call. 

The dark-skinned man began to rattle off the location of Amon, a domestic terrorist who had been presumed dead for the past four years. While skeptical, the officer dutifully documented everything told to him. When the man had finished speaking, the officer carted him off to the small cell they had in the back. The creaky hinges slammed shut. 

The officer abruptly groaned, palming his forehead agitatedly.

“This is gonna be so much paperwork…”

“I’ll help you catch him,” The man looked hardened behind the bars. “I could use my ability to stop him from hurting anyone else.”

The officer raised an eyebrow, looking deep in thought. 

“If this shakes out and you’re telling the truth, we’ll need all the help we can get.”

The man in the cell nodded. The officer’s face turned to curiosity.

“What’s your name, anyway?”

The man bowed his head, looking at the concrete of the cell floor silently. 

“Tarrlok.”

~*~*~

The next day, Korra decided she and Ila would be making the trip back to Republic City. Ila bubbled with excitement, thrilled when Korra said they’d be on an adventure. Korra informed the townspeople she’d be leaving, and of her secret identity. Astonishment had been the go-to response, as well as a few people murmuring something about the local doctor checking to see if she had heatstroke. A quick display of her prowess destroyed any doubts.

She gave away every piece of furniture she had, a good portion of her clothes, each trophy from hunting she’d gathered. The home was free to use for anyone once they left. The townswomen gathered as many heartfelt good-byes as they could in the form of thoughtful keepsakes and more yuans than she knew what to do with.

The shopkeeper, sensing the man he’d pointed to her home was the reason for her sudden departure, apologized. He told her a man had come looking for her, stating he was Korra’s father. The shopkeep bowed deeply to show his regret. Korra’s stomach twisted at the thought, but easily forgave the shopkeep. She offered the last of her soaps and nearly every pelt in her house to him. He’d beamed, thanking her for being so understanding.

The next few days were a whirlwind of preparation. Korra easily had enough food for the journey back, with the townswomen offering their best dishes daily. She packed up the necessary clothes, her old knife, and a thick, wool blanket for them both. Her hunting spear ended up being a gift to Shu and her family.

Ila bounced with pure enthusiasm, often singing to herself, ‘my mama is a hero’. Ila devoured dish after dish, enjoying the spicy foods the most. Korra couldn’t help but smile, seeing that bright attitude hadn’t dimmed in the slightest. Korra collected as much water as she could from the well, knowing the desert wouldn’t be kind to them on their journey.

Finally, their last day in the town arrived. Through the sea of faces that were sad to see her go, Korra thanked each of them for their kindness and love. Shu gave her an unreadable expression. She pulled her into a tight hug.

“Please write when you can,” Shu mumbled into Korra’s ear. “I’ll miss you guys.”

“I will,” Korra said. Her hand soothed Shu’s back. “We’ll miss you, too. Thank you, Shu.”

Shu gave a bittersweet laugh. 

“Take care, you two.”

With a round of tearful good-bye’s and endless ‘I’ll miss you’s exchanged, Korra and Ila waved goodbye to the tiny desert town. Ila chattered excitedly for the first hour of the journey, and became increasingly cranky. Korra dutifully picked Ila up when she became too tired. Hours of trudging through the desert heat soured both their moods, though Korra kept it together. 

At last, as the sun was setting, Korra saw a bustling city on the horizon. With a smile, the distance between them and the city closed. Korra found the nearest phone-booth, setting Ila down. She had never used one back in Republic City, but quickly learned how to operate it. A few yuans slid into a small, metal slot. She dialed the number she remembered. The first few rings gave way to no answer. Korra bit her lip, sliding more yuans in the slot. Ila yawned loudly.

The phone finally picked up.

“Hello?” Dad answered tiredly. 

Tears rushed to Korra’s eyes. She hadn’t heard his voice in years. The young woman hadn’t expected to feel so gutted upon hearing him. 

“Hello?” He repeated, very annoyed this time. “If this is some crank call, it’s not funny—”

Korra crumpled to the bottom of the booth, choking out, “Hi, Dad.”

All of a sudden, he sounded wide awake.

“Korra? Korra, is that you?”

She nodded, “Yeah. It’s me. I’m okay. I’m all right.”

There was some commotion on the other end. Suddenly, she heard a shaky, sweet voice speaking. 

“Korra?” Mom’s voice cut through the silence. “Is that really you?”

“Yes, Mom,” Korra sniffled. “I missed you. I’m sorry I didn’t call sooner.”

An outpouring of love came from her parents’ end. The receiver crackled with their love, their worry, their relief at hearing from her. Ila curled up next to Korra, listening intently.

“There’s someone you two should meet,” She said. Korra handed the phone to Ila. Ila looked uncertain. “Hold it up to your ear, Ila. You can talk to people with it. Your grandparents want to talk to you.”

Ila gave a small “hi”. The receiver erupted with noise. Mom and Dad were beyond ecstatic. After a few minutes of Ila confusedly answering questions, Korra took the phone back, chuckling warmly. Conversation flowed. A small reunion gathered in this phone booth, three generations connected by a series of wires and electricity. A  beep  informed Korra to put in yuans to keep talking. She shoved more in, happy beyond measure to hear her family’s voices, clear and enthused. 

“Where are you? We’ll get you. You can come back home, we’ll have someone out to you within the next day.”

Korra shook her head. 

“There’s no need. I’m going back to Republic City.”

Dad stayed quiet for a few seconds. 

“Are you sure?” 

“Positive,” Korra petted Ila’s hair. “No matter what state it’s in, I want to help. I can’t just run away again.”

“I understand,” Dad’s voice came out fatigued. “When will you arrive? Mom and I can be there in a week.”

“That’s about the time I’ll arrive,” Korra’s smile was audible, heart skipping at the thought of seeing her family for the first time in years. “Can I meet you guys on Air Temple Island?”

“Of course!” Dad chimed happily. She heard him exhale, a noise familiar to her. “Have you read the papers lately?”

“No, I haven’t.”

Silence on his end. 

“There’s something you should know,” His tone was apprehensive. Korra perked up, feeling anticipation build. “Tarrlok and Amon were arrested the other day. They were found near Hsi An, just north of Zaofu. They’ll be facing trial soon.”

Korra’s mouth fell open, stupefied. Now it was her turn to remain silent. Seconds passed in complete quiet.

“Korra? Are you there?”

“I-I’m here.” She stuttered. 

“We want you to know we’re here for you,” Dad affirmed. His voice was strong, an anchor in the sea of emotions whirling through her. “No matter what happens, Korra, Mom and I love you. We will always be by your side.”

The words brought a deep comfort to Korra. Affectionate, tender warmth filled her.

“Thank you,” She breathed. “I love you both so much.”

“We love you too, Korra.” 

Quiet filled the space between them once again. Neither wanted the call to end. 

“Can you call us tomorrow?”

“Of course.”

“Alright,” She could hear his smile. “You better hurry up. Naga’s missed you. I’m tired of being her pillow at night.”

Korra’s laugh, similar to a rooster-crow, filled the phone booth. Dad returned with his own boisterous snicker.

“I’ll talk to you tomorrow. I love you.”

“We love you, too.” Mom’s voice came over one last time before the dial-tone rang in Korra’s ear. 

Korra hung the phone up. Her thoughts were scattered, endlessly mulling over everything her parents had told her. Korra’s eyes flicked from the phone booth to the lights of the city around her. She pulled Ila into her arms, an idea taking root as she gazed at the tall buildings around them.

“Do you wanna sleep in a big, fancy hotel tonight?”

Ila perked up at the words ‘big’ and ‘fancy’. She nodded enthusiastically. 

With a pep in her step, Korra strode down the street with Ila. Countless people milled about, throngs that all had their own lives, their own experiences. The bustle of this city brought forth nostalgia. As Ila remarked about every impressive thing she saw, Korra’s thoughts turned to the future. With her daughter happy and safe, with her parent's love and kindness, with the world laid out so widely before her, Korra was ready to take on the next chapter of her life.

Whatever challenges she faced, Korra knew she was not alone.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          As always, thank you for reading.
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