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1. Chapter 1

Author's Note:
      // Hello folks! Yoroi is back at it again with posting new content while failing miserable to update the important stuff - sorry about that! I've been rewatching Legend of Korra lately and Amon (and Amorra) is such a muse for me that I couldn't get this interaction out of my brain. If this little fic gets some kudos and people asking for more, I'd be highly inclined to add a story arc, as well as possible redemption and slow-burn romance! Please let me know what you all think!
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(the art of Noatak and Korra kissing is not mine - the original is by moni158 on tumblr! I merely edited the picture and added the background and details.)

 




“Korra… you don’t have to do this.”

 

Asami’s voice was gentle, comforting; and the soft hand on her shoulder eased Korra’s pounding heart slightly. The Avatar closed her eyes for a few moments, took in a deep breath, and opened them again. “Yes,” she said quietly, resolutely. “I do.”

 

As she moved forward, giving a ready nod to the officer waiting for her, Asami’s hand slid from the brunette’s shoulder. Korra gave the woman one last reassuring glance back before moving further into the police station and descending into the lower levels.

 

Where the prison cells were.

 

The police officer stopped rigidly in front of a particular cell; Korra felt her body seizing in fear as she remembered what she was doing -  who  she was visiting. Memories flashed across her vision, vivid images of the despair she’d felt, all caused by  him. 

 

To see him now… 

 

Korra’s eyes narrowed on the man. The light yet effective armor he’d worn under the dark overcoat was gone, replaced with dark rags of clothing. His black hair was now past his shoulders and scruff darkened his chin and cheeks; but those eyes… those ice blue eyes, they still pierced her, right to the very bone. She could see that even sitting in the cell, leaning back against the wall with one knee pulled to his chest and the other leg sprawled out, the villain was alert as a cat on the prowl, muscles tensed and ready to pounce. His gaze followed her every movement, eyes never once leaving her. Fear palpitated her heart; he had given her nightmares. He had  taken her bending. 

 

The police woman, named Zumi, must’ve heard the Avatar’s shuddering, panicked breaths because she was moving forward, wires coming from the pods on her back threateningly. Licking suddenly dry lips, Korra glanced over at the officer. “I-It’s alright,” she said, voice wavering. “You can go. He… he can’t hurt me. He can’t do  anything anymore.” 

 

The last part of her statement was nearly spat. Maybe an attempt to hurt his pride, maybe to somehow try to affect him the way he’d affected her. As the officer left and Korra focused on the man in the cell, she found that his expression hadn’t changed in the slightest; he still stared at her with an enigmatic look in his eyes. She folded her arms over her chest, mustering all the bravado she could manage to fix him with a nasty glare. “You’re not so scary without that mask,” she growled.

 

His lip quirked. The small gesture sent a shock down her spine. “Why are you here?” he finally asked. His voice was that same rough, deep gravel, the grinding of rocks against each other accompanied by the deep bass of a roaring Satomobile engine. Korra was so struck by it, by the memories that accompanied it, that her composure crumbled for a moment and her arms lowered to her sides.

 

She opened her mouth to speak, but found nothing. Her voice had died in her throat. This was  Amon.  The man who’d nearly destroyed Republic City. The man who’d nearly  ended the Avatar. The man who still haunted her dreams. 

 

“Your bending is  gone,”  she hissed, her emotions getting the better of her. Blue eyes glinted with dangerous, unshed tears and her hands clenched into white-knuckled fists. “You can’t hurt anyone anymore. You’re  nothing,  Amon.  You don’t scare me. ”

 

The very moment he stood to his feet, Korra shuffled back out of instinct, her heart hammering out of her chest and her breath coming in short gasps. As her eyes roved him she noticed that despite many months in jail, his body was still as lithe and graceful as it had been when they met. Hard, sinewy muscle perfect for acrobatics, evasion, speed. It was what made him such a formidable opponent. It was what made him so  dangerous.  It suddenly occurred to the brunette that even if she had taken his bending from him, the only thing separating her from a horrible fate was the iron bars of the cell he was in. Icy eyes flashed as he approached the bars. Why did it seem like  she  was the prey when  he was the one imprisoned?

 

His voice was dark velvet; hard stone. “Is that why you’re sweating? Why your eyes are bulging out of your skull… muscles tensed… why you shuffled back to get away from me? Is that why you’re  trembling, Avatar Korra? Because I don’t scare you…?” 

 

She clamped her mouth shut, fighting desperately to control her breathing. She wasn’t sure why - whether it was what was really on her heart, or just word vomit - but she found herself saying, “You’re powerless, Amon - but you still haunt my dreams. You... turn them into nightmares.”

 

Those eyes flashed, spiking ice straight into her stomach. His hands came up to grab at the bars, so strong and confident even in his situation that for a moment she feared he might simply pull them apart and come for her. She tried to remind herself - he had lost his bending. He was  powerless. What did she have to fear?

 

But as soon as she thought it, she knew it wasn’t true.

 

“That’s the thing about  power,  Avatar,” he rasped quietly, still intently watching her. “It does not always need to be physical.”

 

Her eyes widened. Understanding came over her and the revelation relaxed her muscles slightly, her breathing coming out heavily.  “That’s why I’m here,” she breathed, just realizing it herself. “To take back that power… to get you out of my head.”

 

His expression shifted for the first time since the beginning of the encounter. Only minutely - but she could see a mild softening in those icy eyes, the sudden small slack in his hard jaw. “I only wanted equality,” he finally said. “Bending has done nothing but split the world in pieces. It’s separated the bad from the good; the tyrants from the oppressed.”

 

Korra’s eyes narrowed on him. Anger curled her lip; righteous, indignant fury that clenched her fists and started her forward - right toward those bars. “Do you  hear yourself?”  she demanded hotly. “This world isn’t perfect - but  bending  is not inherently evil! Bending is  life - a bond between humans and spirits, vitality flowing through your very veins. You can’t tell me you didn’t feel it - the magic in your chest when you controlled a stream of water… saw it moving between your fingers...” by the time she trailed off there was a genuine earnest plea in her voice. She wasn’t sure why - she didn’t know what she was searching for. Maybe a single scrap of humanity in the monster in front of her.

 

He stared at her with an unreadable expression, but said nothing. Korra pressed on, fire in her eyes. “Bending is not the problem. Bending is not evil.  People  are. People like  you.” 

 

A moment passed; Amon turned away from the bars, his back to her. Korra was panting, still short of breath, but it was the fire inside of her that exhausted her lungs, not fear. Could he really not see? Could he really not understand that, while he may have had good intentions at some point in his life… it had gone horribly askew? That his pain, his fury had contorted him into a cruel, unfeeling monster?

 

“My brother,” he said. The silence between them had stretched so long that his suddenness startled her. “How is he…?”

 

Korra’s brows furrowed. “Tarrlok? Considering he’s in another area of the prison… I’d say he’s doing about the same as you.” A pause. “Why do you care? You destroyed him. You  took his bending away.” 

 

“I didn’t want to,” he said, voice dull. He still had his back turned, hands clasped together behind it. A glance down to them showed her that he was clasping his fingers together tightly - so tight his knuckles were stretched and white. Despite the calm exterior, he was  tense.  Maybe even  upset.  

 

What she couldn’t seem to figure out was  why. 

 

“If you didn’t want to, then  why did you?” She threw her hands up, exasperated. The guy was a mystery. A cold, hard, horrible mystery - but she couldn’t shake that feeling in her gut that there was more to him than meets the eye. Maybe that damned mask was a good way to hide the human inside. To put on the air of a monster so he could achieve his goals.

 

 What the -  where had that come from? He was a vile creature, one that had taken not only her bending, but the bending of her friends and countless other innocent people. He was evil. He was  forever her enemy. 

 

Amon turned back to her and her overactive brain conjured a brief flash of that eerie white mask on his face, only seeing those cold, cruel blue eyes. Her breath caught and she found herself struggling between taking a step back and standing her ground. “You stupid girl,” he finally said, voice grinding with each syllable. “This world is not as black and white as you think. Avatar or not… you still have so much to learn.”

 

Completely unsure why, she found herself narrowing her eyes and sticking her tongue childishly out at him. “Just because I’m not  old  like  you doesn’t mean I’m immature or stupid!” she growled.

 

His lip quirked. This time she felt an icy flutter in her stomach, tinged with something else.  “Cute.” 

 

Korra sucked in a breath.  What the hell?  No matter how condescending the word sounded, it left something wriggling and writhing in the pit of her gut that she couldn’t seem to make go away. Her nostrils flared and she fixed him with the nastiest glare she could manage. “You’re right,” she conceded, voice filled with annoyance. “I don’t know why I came here. Talking to you did absolutely  nothing.” 

 

“Tell me something, Avatar Korra,” he said, hands clasped together behind his back as he approached the bars once more. He looked very much like the brutal, powerful leader he once was rather than a jailed villain. “How  do  you plan to right all the wrongs in this world? To correct the injustice that bending and the inequivalent exchange of power has wrought on humanity? How do you plan on restoring  balance?” 

 

“Well - I -” she stuttered, countenance broken. “I… I just need to replace all that anger - all the pain - with  hope.” 

 

His brow quirked slightly; the gesture was small, but it made Korra feel like a child who’d given the teacher the wrong answer. “And how will you do that…?” he pressed.

 

She squirmed, trying to search for the right words. Eloquence was never the brunette’s strong suit. “By… showing kindness,” she finally replied.

 

A grunt came from him - the closest thing Korra would probably ever hear to a  laugh. “I’m unable to stop you, at this point,” he said, voice low. “So good luck with that… Avatar Korra.”

 

She stared at him a moment, deciding whether or not she wanted to pry those bars apart with her bare fists and punch him in his infuriating, chiselled face; finally she clenched her fists, huffed, and walked away.

 

As she ascended the stairs and emerged back into the upper levels of the station, the brunette found her legs shaking, her body feeling weak. Like she’d just run a marathon. “Korra!” Asami exclaimed, rushing over to her and putting an arm around her. “What happened? Are you alright??”

 

The ravenette’s touch was comforting, and Korra leaned into her warmth. “It was…” she trailed off. How could she even describe the horrifying yet extremely confusing confrontation she’d just had with the former leader of the Equalists? The strange glint she’d seen in Amon’s eyes when he looked at her? The way he made her feel like ice - but also opened her eyes? “I realized,” she began slowly, “that I’m completely and totally unprepared for this job.”

 

Asami’s brows furrowed as she led her friend out of the station and onto the sidewalk, remaining supportively close. “What do you mean? You’re a great Avatar…”

 

Korra bit back her frustration, blinking furiously to keep her eyes from burning. “If I was,” she muttered, “this world would be at peace… and Republic City wouldn’t be putting itself back together right now.”

 

She felt Asami pull away, and suddenly the taller woman was in front of her, grabbing her firmly by the shoulders and staring down at her with determined green eyes. “Korra - you’re one of the strongest, smartest, and most caring people I’ve ever met,” she lectured. “Sure, you’re the Avatar; but you’re only  one person.  You can’t fix the whole world in a day. You can only do what you can.” Seeing the look on the brunette’s face, her eyes narrowed dangerously. “What did Amon say to you? Korra - you can’t listen to him. He’s evil. He’s a  liar.” 

 

“Yeah,” Korra murmured. As Asami walked with her at a leisurely pace, holding onto her arm comfortingly, she couldn’t help but feel conflicted. Yeah, Amon had lied about many things; and for a long time, she’d firmly believed he was evil incarnate. 



But a small part of her had a sinking feeling that even if he was evil, even if he was a liar… he was also  right. 

  



2. Chapter 2

Notes for the Chapter:Can't believe I'm posting a second chapter to this! I've got a plot idea in my head, just juggling it with several other stories. Thanks for reading, everyone, and I hope you stick around to see this story through!




    
    
  
    Part Two
  









  Korra let out a deep sigh, trying to hold back tears.


 


  Amon had been imprisoned, his bending taken from him. His rebellion had been ‘stopped.’ But things in Republic City were worse than ever; not only were the Equalists more outraged than ever, having been duped by their former leader, but many angered benders in the city were rising up as well, declaring war against any Equalist, former or not. The police were hopelessly outnumbered and in over their heads trying to keep the peace, and the city leaders were beginning to consider military occupation from the United forces - and Korra was fighting them vigilantly on it.


 


  
    “It’ll only make things worse!” She’d vehemently protested. “If you herd these people like cattle, they’re going to fight you every step of the way. Military occupation is not the way to handle this! Did you learn nothing from Tarrlok’s escapades?!”
  


 


  
    Tenzin seemed to be the only one of the rag-tag group of leaders who had any faith in her - but even he was beginning to wear down. “Korra - Republic City is changing. We are in the middle of a metamorphosis as we shift toward a presidential democracy… I’m not sure that there is any other way. The last thing we need as elections loom over us is a full civil war.”
  


 


  
    “Well you’ve got one!” Korra yelled, frustrated. “Whether you like it or not! How can you people even think about having an election during a time like this?!”
  


 


  
    Tenzin sighed. “We need leadership. This very revolution has proven that the Council is not an effective form of government. If you have a better idea on how to handle this - we’d all love to hear it.”
  


 


  She’d been so angry. She still was - but that anger stemmed from confusion and frustration. She was lost. It had all seemed a little easier when she’d had a direct opponent to face - 
  
    Amon. 
  


 


  But apparently cutting off the head of the snake didn’t make it any less dangerous. It was still writhing desperately in its struggle to survive; and worse, there was another snake, growing and growing until…


 


  Until the city tore itself apart.


 


  
    Amon. 
  
  Pulling her knees to her chest, Korra thought back to her conversation with him - how he’d scared the living daylights out of her, brought back all the nightmares she’d had of him, like the devastation of losing her bending; but he’d also given her a lot to think about, and she couldn’t help pondering their meeting multiple times. It was ironic how he was the one imprisoned, all his goals foiled, and she was the one free to do whatever she chose - yet he’d seemed so cool, so confident… and she was 
  
    utterly lost.
  


 


  “Korra?”


 


  A familiar voice lifted her attention from her boots and she saw Asami approaching, a small bag in her hands. In moments the statuesque ravenette was seated next to her and unpacking a small bento and a pair of chopsticks. “I brought you something. You’ve gotta eat, you know.”


 


  Korra shook her head. Asami frowned, still offering the bento. “Please? Pretty please?”


 


  The Avatar finally turned her gaze to her friend and gave her a small, practiced smile. “You remember the first speech I ever gave in Republic City?”


 


  Asami lowered the food into her lap, expression solemn. “I heard it over the radio. You’d said Avatar Aang had wanted Republic City to be the center of peace and balance in the world. And… that you thought we could make that dream come true.” Scooting a little closer, she peered at the other woman. “I know things are tough right now. It seems like the city’s going to collapse any day now. But… it’s always darkest before the dawn, Korra.”


 


  Korra snorted. “Did Tenzin feed you that line?”


 


  Asami grinned sheepishly. “Read it in a self-help book once,” she replied. “Still - it’s true. Things will get better. They always do.”


 


  “They won’t this time - not unless we 
  
    make 
  
  it better,” Korra argued, brows furrowing. Still, she took the bento from her friend and began chewing, not even tasting the food. Through a mouthful of shrimp, she mumbled, “maybe I need a new perspective on the whole thing.”


 


  “Sometimes you get the best advice from the strangest sources,” Asami noted with a shrug, leaning on the muscled woman next to her. “It couldn’t hurt - right?”


 


  “Right,” Korra murmured again, still munching away. “Oh - anything new from the police station? Or just the usual?”


 


  “
  
    Oh, 
  
  that’s right - Mako’s been keeping me updated. He wanted me to pass along some information.” Asami tipped her head back, looking up at the tiny sun shining merrily down on them, giving the city its light but none of its heat. It was late winter, and while there was no snow as of late, the chill was still strong enough to seep into their clothes. “There’s of course been vandalism - rioting - scuffles and fights - but there was one bit of news that had him concerned. Rumors in the underground that… that someone had 
  
    gotten their bending back.”
  


 


  Korra stopped mid-chew, nearly dropping her chopsticks. “U-Underground?”


 


  “Maybe one of the Triple Threats. Certainly not any upstanding citizen. Mako was sure of that.”


 


  “So that means…” Korra’s voice wavered.


 


  Asami’s tone was grim. “... rumors don’t have to mean anything… but if they’re true - then yes… someone else has the ability to give people their bending back.”


 


 


  “Avatar Korra - are you sure about this? We hadn’t expected to see you again.”


 


  Korra hesitated. She wasn’t even sure why she was here - so giving officer Zumi a straight answer was impossible. Swallowing down her apprehension, she simply nodded and allowed the other woman to take her down the stairs and to the holding cells. 


 


  The moment she saw him, lurking in a corner of his darkened cell, her heart leaped into her throat once more. Even without the mask he was every bit the monster she remembered.


 


  Right?


 


  Steeling herself like she’d done the time before, Korra approached the bars with a determined expression, folding her arms over her chest to hide her shaking hands. Amon came slowly from the shadows, looming over her and staring down his nose at her with those piercing, icy eyes. 
  
    “Avatar Korra,” 
  
  he rasped, hands folded primly behind his back. “To what do I owe the pleasure of a secondary visit…?”


 


  Korra fought back a shudder, trying so hard not to break her gaze from his face. If she wanted him to take her seriously, she needed to show she wasn’t afraid.


 


  Which was an absurd thought, considering he was the one behind bars. She had nothing to fear.


 


  And yet a lump rose in the back of her throat, one she had to choke down before she could respond. 
  
    “I’ll 
  
  be asking the questions here, Amon,” she growled, attempting a nasty glare. “Who did you leave in charge of the Equalists??”


 


  His eyes flashed in understanding. He shifted only slightly; a subtle nod of his head, quirk of his lip. “You thought imprisoning me would bring peace to Republic City… and now you’re watching it burn.” His eyes moved back to her. Smug. Taunting. “Is that right, Avatar?”


 


  She grit her teeth, indignant fury battling with overwhelming fear. “Just answer the damn question, you monster!”


 


  “Or what?” Suddenly he was on the bars, hands gripping them and face pressed against them, those eyes boring holes into her. Korra stumbled back out of instinct, only to find her footing and clench her fists. Amon didn’t budge from his new spot. Unblinking. “What will you do to me, 
  
    Korra? 
  
  Nothing that will hurt me any further. I have all the leverage here - because in addition to your 
  
    powerlessness, 
  
  you’re also afraid someone will find out you came to 
  
    me 
  
  for advice and once they do… you’ll lose the meager amount of credit and traction you’ve gained as the Avatar.”


 


  
    “Shut up!!” 
  
  Korra roared, a gust of wind surging and blowing him back against the far wall. He hit the stone with a grunt, sliding down to the ground and slouching. But when he looked back up at her, he was not afraid. There was only a predatory glint in his eye. One that unnerved her to the core and dredged up all the nightmares she’d fought so desperately to shove down.


 


  “Once you admit you 
  
    need my help… 
  
  the easier things will be,” Amon rumbled.


 


  “I don’t need 
  
    anything 
  
  from 
  
    you,” 
  
  Korra hissed, absolute venom in her voice, and she stomped out of the holding area and back upstairs.


 


  Zumi cast her a curious look but decided not to interfere as the Avatar walked out of the station. Korra had to stop and catch her breath lest her temper get the better of her; a roar of anger came from her as fire appeared in her palm and she launched it against the brick wall. Watch the flames dissipate, the brunette stared at the wall and attempted to gather her thoughts. 


 


  After a few minutes, she went back inside and Zumi let her downstairs into the holding cells. Marching back up to Amon’s cell, the brunette lifted her hands and began launching fire at the man. Quick as lightning, the villain began leaping, dodging, rolling, flipping out of the way with the grace of a panther. There wasn’t a scratch on him by the time Korra had run out of steam, lowering her hands and catching her breath. “Tell me who’s in charge of the Equalists, Amon,” she demanded.


 


  He stood in the middle of the cell, hands folded behind his back. 
  
    “Say please.”
  


 


  “This isn’t a damn joke!” she growled, hands clenching into fists. “This city is going to fall apart! 
  
    I need your help!”
  


 


  Silence fell as the gravity of Korra’s outburst settled in. Amon watched her with glinting blue eyes while the Avatar’s shoulders sagged, weighted down by the prospect of 
  
    needing 
  
  him. Though he was a snake, though he was almost the entire reason Republic City was in tatters, it seemed Amon wasn’t entirely cruel. He didn’t make her repeat herself, nor did he taunt her. He merely stared at her - with no malice, no smugness, just scrutiny.


 


  Finally his expression changed. There was something in his eyes that Korra couldn’t seem to read as he slowly approached the bars, grasping them once more. “If you need my help, Avatar Korra, then I have one request,” he rumbled, voice cryptic.


 


  Korra’s brows furrowed. Fight or flight instinct kicked in and she fought the urge to back up as he approached. She managed to stand her ground, staring at him resolutely despite the uneasiness that chilled her bones. “Oh yeah? And what is that?”


 


  Amon’s eyes flashed with intensity. “I want to see my brother.”


  



3. Chapter 3


    
    
  
    Part Three
  


 


  “Yoooo, Makoooo… woah. You look like someone just murdered a puppy.”


 


  Mako sighed, setting some files down on the desk and looking up at the person who’d come to visit. “Can I help you, Bolin?”


 


  “Then again, you kinda always look like someone just murdered a puppy - oh! Yeah! Wanna grab some lunch? The shop down the street is having a special on dumplings.”


 


  Mako gestured to the piles of paperwork on his desk. “Does it 
  
    look
  
   like I have time for lunch?”


 


  Bolin’s face fell. “But… 
  
    the dumpling special…” 
  
  Seeing Mako’s stressed expression, he settled down in the chair on the other side of the desk. “They got you busy with all the stuff revolving around the Equalists?”


 


  Mako nodded solemnly, staring at an open file in front of him. “Yeah. It’s bad, Bolin. Civil war. Even more than what you see in the streets. Rumors of some bender giving people their bending back.”


 


  “What?!” Bolin leaned forward in his chair. “No way - 
  
    seriously? 
  
  That’s some juicy stuff!”


 


  “Yeah. Juicy.” Mako rolled his eyes. “But I’m gonna set up an underground investigation as soon as possible. I gotta find out if it’s true. Because if it is - that means there’s another bloodbender in Republic City. A strong one. Maybe as strong as Amon… or Korra herself.” Mako grimaced. “And if it’s connected to the civil war we’ve got going on, I’m willing to bet money that this bloodbender is a part of the Benders’ revolution.”


 


  Bolin’s face paled. “That’s… not good. Right…?”


 


  “No, Bolin. Not good.”


 


 


  “You can’t be serious.”


 


  “I can. And I am.” Korra furrowed her brows stubbornly as the pair entered the police station a couple days later. Korra had deliberated on Amin’s demands and finally decided to acquiesce. Asami obviously was even less enthused than Korra about the idea. 


 


  “Korra - if you give in to a criminal’s demands, they’ll just keep making more. And you can’t trust him! He nearly destroyed the city trying to take you down!”


 


  “This is why I didn’t want to tell you!” Korra responded, voice raising. At the hurt look on Asami’s face, she softened up. “Listen. I don’t want to do this… but I feel like I 
  
    have
  
   to do this. And if it turns sour… I’ll accept responsibility for that. Can you at least trust 
  
    me?”
  


 


  Asami frowned, but seemed to relent, though it was clear on her face that she still disagreed. “I’m not the Avatar,” she said softly. As Korra turned to descend the steps to the prison area, Asami touched her arm gently. “Please. Be careful.”


 


  Korra nodded, her face flushing with warmth. Ever since all the crap with Mako had happened, she and Asami had been much closer. She’d never expected to be such good friends with the girl she had once been very jealous of. But at least she was here now, and Korra wouldn’t trade her for anything. 


 


  The Avatar went down the steps, guided by a metalbending officer. Ever since gaining her bending back, Lin Beifong had been made the head of police, but Korra hadn’t seen her much. She definitely had her hands more than full with all the civil unrest, rioting, and fighting going on. The officer leading Korra hesitated when she told them to take her to former councilman Tarrlok’s cell, and downright questioned her when she told them to temporarily release him into her custody. After a firm glare and asserting that she was the Avatar and she knew what she was doing, they let her into the cell. 


 


  Unlike Amon, Tarrlok had completely broken down, resigned to his fate and utterly lifeless without his bending. He sat in a corner, looking far more haggard and emaciated than his brother, his plain brown prison clothes loose on his frame. “Tarrlok,” Korra greeted, much more confident with him than with Amon. He had bloodbended her just as Amon had; by all means she probably 
  
    should 
  
  have been just afraid. Maybe it was because Tarrlok was a dying animal. He didn’t look at her with those piercing blue eyes, so alert and aware and predatory. 


 


  Tarrlok slowly lifted his head, his expression forlorn, his eyes dull. “Avatar Korra,” he rasped. “To what do I owe the pleasure…?”


 


  “It’s your lucky day. I’m gonna give you a happy little reunion with your last living family member,” Korra said, using a hand to gesture for him to come along.


 


  Tarrlok’s eyes widened slightly and instead of getting up to follow, he shrank back into his corner further. “I don’t want to see him,” he whispered.


 


  Korra’s expression hardened. “You don’t have a choice in the matter.”


 


  
    “He took my bending!”
  


 


  “He wants to see you.” Korra’s face was still hard, but her voice no longer held an edge. “He specifically requested it. Maybe… maybe he wants to apologize.”


 


  “No apologies can make up for what he has done,” Tarrlok muttered. “But, if I have no choice, I suppose I will come along.”


 


  “Don’t worry. He can’t hurt you. Neither of you can hurt 
  
    anyone 
  
  anymore.”


 


  Korra kept a firm grip on the shackles holding Tarrlok’s wrists, making sure he knew there was no funny business to be had. “One wrong move and I’ll singe your hair right off your head,” she added for good measure. Tarrlok only shrugged in response. As they approached Amon’s cell, Korra felt resistance in the shackles. Looking back, she saw the same fear on Tarrlok’s face. Amon had stolen their bending from both of them - while Korra still firmly believed Tarrlok deserved his fate, she also knew just how excruciating it was to lose one’s bending. It sucked the life right out of her, and she imagined Tarrlok felt the same. She couldn’t imagine knowing it was a sibling who did such a heinous thing.


 


  Still, she forcefully tugged Tarrlok a little closer - not within reach of the bars, but close enough for Amon to see.


 


  And he was pacing his cell, like a cat on the prowl. He had been before they’d even arrived. Korra could feel his footsteps vibrating in the ground. Amon approached the bars, those piercing blue eyes looking between Korra and Tarrlok. “Brother,” he rumbled.


 


  Tarrlok only narrowed his eyes. He looked angry, but Korra could see the sweat on his face. Could see the slight tremble in his hands. “What do you want?” he finally managed.


 


  Amon didn’t answer at first - only gripped the bars of his cell, staring right at his brother with unblinking eyes. Seconds stretched on into minutes and Korra grew impatient, folding her arms over her chest and tapping her foot. “Do you remember the trip father took us on? The one where he made us practice on each other?” 


 


  Korra’s eyes widened slightly. She had heard of the event when she visited Tarrlok the first time, but she had been skeptical of all the details. Amon had just verified it. The more she heard about these two men, the more she began to understand why they had become such terrible people. 


 


  Tarrlok’s lips curled into a scowl. “You did it without hesitation.”


 


  “And you didn’t.” 


 


  Tarrlok’s eyes narrowed. “No. I didn’t.”


 


  Amon was still staring at him. Korra could practically feel the tension between the two brothers. There were tons of unspoken words flying between them at the moment, conveyed through their gazes alone. “Father said you were weak.” Amon broke the silence first. “... I was the weak one.”


 


  The sentence seemed to stun both of the people outside the cell. Korra never thought she’d see any sort of vulnerability out of a monster like Amon. Admitting a fault? He may as well have said he was a ballerina or a fairy princess. Tarrlok recovered more quickly than Korra. “Is that why you turned on father? Or maybe that’s why you decided to take my 
  
    bending. Because you were weak.”
  


 


  Amon didn’t flinch, but he tightened his grip on the cell bars. Tarrlok heaved a ragged sigh. “Why did you want me to come here, Noatak? Did you expect me to come running back to you like when we were children?”


 


  Korra’s head was spinning. What the hell kind of family drama had she stepped into? It was shocking and somewhat sad to see just how much destruction one man could cause - Yakon. He had cruelly manipulated two children and as a result, they grew up to be monsters who’d done terrible things. Hurt innocent people. Manipulated, lied. 


 


  Amon still hadn’t answered. Finally Tarrlok turned to Korra. “I’d like to return to my cell.”


 


  As they turned to leave, they heard Amon’s voice. Low, gravelly, maybe even tired. “I am sorry for what I had to do to you.”


 


  Tarrlok glanced back over his shoulder. “This power was a curse anyways,” he mumbled, almost too soft to hear.


 


  Then Korra led him back to his cell. He willingly went with her and gave her no problems; the fight… the ambition… it had all left him. 


 


  And after the conversation she overheard today, Korra was beginning to think Amon might feel the same.


  



4. Chapter 4

Notes for the Chapter:A/N: It's Yoroi back at it with fandom hopping and trying to work on different stories to not get burnt out! So I'm working on this for a while and happy to progress this story. Amon is one of my absolute favorite characters to write, EVER, so I've immensely enjoyed myself writing this so far. For those who don't know, the title "The Departure" is named after the song by Falling in Reverse! It's a great song with a dark vibe and the lyrics fit Amon perfectly. Anyways, sorry in advance for any grammatical or continuity errors, and THANK YOU FOR READING! :]




    
    
  
    Part Four
  


 


  When Korra came back to Amon’s cell a couple of days later, she only felt a small twinge of fear. The nightmares still happened - but something about the exchange between Amon and his brother had somehow turned the tides. She strode up to the cell with confidence that wasn’t entirely false, settling her hands on her hips. “So you gonna tell me what all of that was about the other day??”


 


  Amon was sitting against the wall with his arm propped up on a lifted knee, the other leg stretched out in front of him. Blue eyes pierced her, his expression unreadable. “So the Avatar is 
  
    nosy, 
  
  too.”


 


  Korra’s lips quirked. “Call me curious.”


 


  “It’s none of your business.”


 


  There was a dangerous glint in his sharp eyes that sent a shiver down Korra’s spine and she averted her gaze for a moment, swallowing down the fear. Despite the vulnerability she’d seen with Tarrlok’s presence, he was still Amon. The demon that took her bending. That nearly destroyed a city. That deceived so many innocent people into committing crimes for him. She 
  
    could not, would not 
  
  underestimate him ever again. 


 


  Still, Korra was stubborn and knew she needed to stand her ground or he would consider her even weaker than he already did. “It 
  
    is 
  
  my business since 
  
    I’m 
  
  the one that made it happen,” she countered firmly. “So spill the beans.”


 


  He stared at her for a long moment and she fought to stay vigilant under its penetration. 
  
    She would not back down. 
  
  Frankly Korra didn’t fully understand why she was so indignant on hearing the truth about their past, about everything they went through. Maybe it was just an attempt to assert dominance to ease her own fears. She didn’t really think it through; then again, she’d always been one to punch first, ask questions later. 


 


  Finally Amon shifted to sit with his legs crossed, hands on his knees. “I have no obligation to tell you anything, Avatar Korra. You are the one who needs 
  
    my 
  
  help.” Before Korra could retort, he continued. “However… I’m feeling… sentimental.”


 


  Korra snorted. “I wouldn’t have even known you had feelings at all if I hadn’t seen you with Tarrlok. And I’m still pretty convinced that was just an act.”


 


  “And all the proof you have is my word,” Amon rumbled, a hint of amusement in his raspy voice. “When the only proof you have is circumstantial… simply 
  
    choose 
  
  what you want to believe.” 


 


  Silence reigned. Korra sat down across from him, far enough away from the cell that there’d be no way he could reach her. She mimicked his sitting position, her blue eyes filled with what she hoped was authority and not fear. “I 
  
    choose 
  
  to believe you’re the monster that took away my bending.”


 


  “A futile victory, considering you got it back.”


 


  Korra grit her teeth. “Yeah. I did. Who’s the powerless one now?”


 


  Amon didn’t flinch. “I believe we have had this conversation, Avatar.” His eyes glinted, making Korra shiver. “Emotional power is just as strong as physical power. But you know that, don’t you? I can see it, 
  
    all over your face.”
  


 


  Korra’s brows drew in and she fixed him with a nasty look. “You have no power over me. Now tell me what happened, you monster.”


 


  Amon tilted his head. Korra examined him as he seemed to consider what to say; though prison had not been kind to him, it was evident he’d kept training in his cell, using his minimal resources to stay strong. Amon had a strong jaw, a sharp nose, high cheekbones, dark slanted brows, and the most piercing blue eyes she’d ever seen, even from someone hailing from the Water tribes. Korra would never, 
  
    ever 
  
  admit it - not even to herself - but if he’d been anyone else… if he hadn’t been the cruel monster he was… Amon might’ve been 
  
    handsome. 
  


 


  But that wasn’t true, and Korra banished the thought from her head before she could even finish thinking it.


 


  “Before our father ever had us practice on each other, he spent a lot of time teaching us to use our bloodbending on animals.” Amon was still looking at her, but at this point Korra could tell he was looking 
  
    past 
  
  her. He wasn’t seeing a jail cell anymore. He was lost in his memories. “Tarrlok didn’t have the stomach for it. I could see how much he hated it.”


 


  “And you didn’t. Because you’re a monster.”


 


  Amon’s eyes flickered back to her. “I relished in my newfound power. I was 
  
    special. I was different. 
  
  I was born for something great. At least, that was what father had told us. And I believed it.”


 


  Korra scoffed but said nothing. Amon’s eyes glinted again and he tilted his head slightly at her. “
  
    Cute, 
  
  how you demanded to hear my story, but express your disbelief after every sentence.” His voice lowered. “Practice patience, Avatar.”


 


  Korra felt her cheeks flush with heat. There was that word again. 
  
    Cute. 
  
  Embarrassment flooded her but there was a hint of something else there. Things with Mako hadn’t ended well, and despite being close with Asami, Korra consistently felt lesser in the face of the other woman’s beauty. She was just latching desperately onto any semblance of a compliment because of her loneliness, obviously, because why else would a simple word from the man who haunted her dreams make her blush? God she was losing her mind.


 


  Then Korra focused on the last part of his comment. Was he… 
  
    chastising her? 
  
  She suddenly felt like a child, and had no clever retorts for him. So she glared at him and remained silent, waiting for him to continue. His lips quirked briefly in cold amusement. Korra noticed his body hadn’t budged the entire time he’d been sitting with his legs crossed; his back was straight, his body was tense, and his shoulders were pulled back stiffly. Despite the derision dripping from his voice, some part of Amon was uncomfortable. And that was enough to quell Korea’s indignant anger. 


 


  “I cannot pretend that everything that transpired was my father’s fault. I made choices, choices to enact what I believed in. What I still believe in.” 


 


  “What is that? Sucking the life out of every bender in the city?”


 


  
    “Equality.” 
  
  Amon’s voice was dark. A warning. A warning Korra was loathe to listen to. “But I wouldn’t expect you to understand, oh mighty 
  
    Avatar. 
  
  The master of all four elements. You, a short-tempered 
  
    child, 
  
  have enough power to level the entire city yourself. Has it crossed your mind that perhaps that is too much power for one person to have?”


 


  His insults had Korra clenching her fists and expelling fire from her nostrils. “It’s not the same! The Avatar uses their power to bring peace and 
  
    restore balance!”
  
   She yelled. 


 


  “And you are doing a fine job of that… aren’t you?” He was unblinking. “Republic City certainly is at peace… isn’t it?”


 


  Korra was fuming. Why had she come here again? Why had she ever thought she would need this coward’s help?? “Your ideals left this city more divided than ever! It’s been divided ever since! How can you think what you did was 
  
    better?!”
  


 


  “My means may have been unorthodox, but the goals justified them. Sometimes force is necessary in a revolution for the greater good.”


 


  
    “Necessary?” 
  
  Her voice was trembling, her eyes practically red with rage. “So it was necessary for the ‘greater good’ to take the powers of the only person in the nations that can restore harmony and balance…?”


 


  “Arrogant,” Amon replied, his gaze sharp and admonishing. “Dangerously arrogant. Do you think you’re the only person who can change the world, Avatar?”


 


  Korra had heard enough. She stood to her feet, ready to leave and never look back. But before she did, she wanted to try and jab one last knife into him. “So it was 
  
    necessary 
  
  to destroy your brother and take his bending?” she asked. Without waiting for an answer, she turned to go.


 


  Amon’s voice stopped her just before she reached the steps. It was even, calm. Infuriatingly so. But the words stuck with her for the rest of the day. 
  
    “If you think your bending is the only source of your strength… then you have learned nothing, Avatar Korra.”
  


 


 


  As Korra headed to the police station a few days later, Amon’s last words to her still reverberated in her head. She’d fully expected some sort of anger, or even a snide response to her jab, but instead he’d imparted surprising words of wisdom. Even Mako raised a brow when Korra told him a little while later about it all. But even though he seemed surprised by it all, his voice was still very skeptical. Typical Mako. “Korra, you gotta be careful with that guy. He built his campaign on 
  
    lying 
  
  to people. You can’t trust a single word he says.”


 


  Korra’s brows furrowed. “Sure, he’s a liar, but you’ve gotta admit that what he told me has some weight to it!” The pair left the station, headed for their current mission: the docks, to investigate some of the most recent rumors floating around the city. Some of the containers there supposedly held lots of equipment the Equalists were using to try and take out benders in the city. 


 


  Mako sighed as they drove along. “Let’s just focus on what we’re doing right here and now, okay?”


 


  Korra mumbled, folding her arms over her chest sullenly. Things between them had grown increasingly awkward and sometimes downright tense ever since he’d dumped her. Korra would be lying if she said it didn’t still sting. And she’d also be lying if she said her feelings for Mako were completely gone. But she knew in the end they were better off as friends. 


 


  If she could even call them friends.


 


  “It seems like no matter how much work we put in, nothing has changed,” Korra finally said, trying to allow the wind in her hair to comfort her. It only worked halfway. 


 


  “You can’t think of it that way or you’ll drive yourself crazy,” Mako admonished with a frown. “Just think of it one step at a time. Our victory tonight will be taking all that contraband and arresting all the Equalists who’ve been using it.”


 


  Korra settled back into her seat, still sullen - Mako often made her feel like a child, and this was no exception. It brought her mind back to her time in the prisons, talking to Amon. He’d made her feel like a child too, but unlike Mako, he’d imparted some words of wisdom. Maybe he’d meant them as an insult. They certainly hurt to hear. But they got Korra thinking long and hard about what she’d done as the Avatar, and what her goals were. How she could accomplish them. Aang had done a great many things during his time as the Avatar, but he’d been young and immature once, too. She heard some of Katara’s stories about their adventures. Despite being so young, he’d ended up saving the world and becoming one of the most well respected Avatars to date.


 


  If he’d managed it all at 12 years old, couldn’t she unite just 
  
    one 
  
  city?


 


  Korra was trying to be hopeful but the train of thought only left her feeling weak and insufficient. The dark thoughts trailed behind her like a dark cloud as they exited their vehicle and approached the large shipping containers in one corner of the docks. “These are the ones,” Mako muttered, clicking on his flashlight and examining the area carefully before moving closer to the locked containers. At his direction, Korra froze the locks on the nearest container before breaking it open, swinging the doors open slowly. The sight that awaited them both had Korra gasping audibly. 


 


  The equipment was there, alright. So were the Equalists who’d been hiding it.


 


  Except they were all dead.










  



5. Chapter 5


    
    
   Part Five 


 

Korra put her head in her hands, sitting next to Naga at one of the parks in Republic City. The polar bear dog had spent some time rolling around in the river before coming to settle at Korra’s side, sensing she was upset. Asami was there too - rubbing Korra’s back and not saying anything. Asami had been debriefed on what had happened at the docks and Korra was still shaken by it - especially since she’d learned what caused the deaths of those Equalists.

 

They’d been suffocated to death. With water. There was no surefire proof yet, but both Mako and Korra suspected it wasn’t just any waterbender who’d killed them; it was the  bloodbender.  Very soon, they’d be investigating the Triple Threats - several of which had also gotten their bending returned to them - and demanding answers. A name, a location,  anything. Because if Mako was right and this bloodbender was leading the benders’ revolt, then he was right at the center of all the conflict tearing the city apart. Despite Amon being imprisoned the Equalists were still at large, though leaderless. Their efforts weren’t nearly as concentrated and uniform as the benders’ attacks. If the police force didn’t figure this out soon, the city would have no one left to save.

 

Korra was upset about something else, too. Like Mako, Asami had immediately dismissed what Amon had said, writing him off as a liar and telling her not to listen. She knew they were trying to comfort her, but what she needed was  growth.  

 

And it seemed everyone around her,  even Tenzin, didn’t want that for her if Amon was behind it. 

 

Maybe it was childish to think they didn’t have her best interests at heart. Amon had called her childish multiple times. But Maki and Asami hadn’t given her any answers to the questions gnawing at her.

 

It seemed there was only one person who would give her the painful truth. 

 


 


   I can’t believe I’m doing this. Again.  


 

Even the officer who led her down the steps to the prison area seemed surprised when Korra showed up again, though she was too intimidated to make a comment. 

 

As Korra approached the all-too familiar cell, she found a strange sight awaiting her. Obviously Amon hadn’t been expecting company, because he had thrown off his prison shirt and was currently balancing on his hands, covered in sweat. It was clear he’d been exercising for a while. His back was to her, but Korra had no doubt he sensed her presence. 

 

But he ignored her. After doing a few leg splits while on his hands, he cartwheeled gracefully into a standing position despite the small confines of his cell, and began a few different stretching positions. Amon was all lithe, wiry muscle; his body was perfect for speed and acrobatics, and Korra strangely found herself entranced by his workout routine. 

 

It took her a few minutes to shake herself out of it, clearing her throat impatiently. Amon didn’t break the routine in the slightest. “What do you want, Avatar Korra?” He panted as he did some lunges, dark hair clinging to the sweat on his face and neck.

 

Korra had to snap herself out of it yet again. “I wanna talk about what you said,” she replied firmly, leaving no room for argument.

 

“I’ve said many things.”

 

“What did you mean about bending being my only source of strength??” She demanded.

 

Amon stood up straight, shoulders heaving with the exertion of his routine. Finally he turned to face her and those cold blue eyes sent ice down her spine. Korra was able to manage her reactions a little better, simply scowling at him. “What does theAvatar do?” he asked cryptically.

 

Korra growled in frustration. “That’s a loaded question!   A lot.  We do  a lot.” 

 

Amon folded his arms behind his back. He once again looked very much like the imposing leader of the Equalists, despite being shirtless and dripping with sweat. “The Avatar is supposed to be a  leader,”  he admonished. “Does strong bending skill make one a  leader, girl?”

 

“Well, no, but -“

 

“There are many leader figures who have no bending at all. Bending is unnecessary. It’s only gotten in the way. What makes a person destined for  greatness is their leadership skills. Their smarts. Their strategy. Their personality.”

 

“Do you miss your bending?” Korra suddenly asked, surprising even herself with the random question. 

 

Amon turned away. She couldn’t see his expression, and was glad he couldn’t see the embarrassment plain on her face. “Yes,” he murmured. “And no.”

 

Korra squinted.  “No?”  It was so hard to believe that anyone could have their bending taken and be okay without it. Bending was a part of their lives, a part of  them, and having it taken was akin to losing her arm or her leg. 

 

There was something different in Amon’s voice. “I no longer bear my father’s curse.”

 

Korra’s eyes widened. His statement reminded her of the encounter she’d witnessed between Amon and his brother, and how for the first time she thought she’d heard a hint of regret in his voice. Though he was still playing his former role very well, Korra was beginning to believe that maybe, just maybe, he was tired. Perhaps his unmasking had taken away that steam. Still, she couldn’t let her guard down. She  wouldn’t. 

 

“Is that all you came here for, Avatar?” His voice was back to its cold bass; stone on stone, velvet ice. “To ask about my  feelings?” 

 

“I don’t give a damn about your feelings, Amon,” she countered defensively, scowling. “I just… what you said. It bothered me. So I wanted answers.” Korra folded her arms, trying to appear more confident than she was. “How could you think bending is unnecessary?? You used it to fuel your campaign! You used  bloodbending to take away others’ bending!”

 

“I used it to attempt to create a city of equality.” Amon’s tone was even. “But I had planned to rid myself of it after I had accomplished my goal.”

 

Korra audibly gasped, unable to stifle her reaction. She’d never expected to hear something like that out of the mouth of her enemy. It felt like an extremely intimate revelation that she’d had no business hearing. But here she was, the sole recipient of his confession. “Can… can you even  do that?”

 

He looked over his shoulder at her, a small and bitter smile on his lips. “Not anymore, no.”

 

Korra closed her gaping mouth, frowning. “Why do you even bother anymore? Why still cling to a goal you’ll never accomplish?”

 

Amon finally turned back to her, tilting his head and peering at her. There was curiosity in his unnerving gaze. “Have I tried to escape this cell, Avatar?”

 

“No… but… you keep preaching to me and telling me how wrong I am. How is that giving up?”

 

“My beliefs haven’t changed.”

 

“So you’re…  tired,  then? I thought I sensed it. Something changed when you were forced to give up your charade, when you were exposed as the  snake you are.”

 

Amon said nothing. His expression was so blank he may as well have been wearing his mask. Minutes stretched on and the longer they locked gazes, the more Korra felt like something inside him really  had  snapped. As much as he tried to remain  Amon, leader of the Equalists, Korra doubted he was that man anymore. What was the name Tarrlok had mentioned?

 


   Noatak. 


 

The insatiably curious part of her wondered how he would react if she used that name. “So what’s the deal then,  Noatak?” Korra asked, folding her arms over her chest.

Amon still said nothing; didn’t even move a muscle. But his gaze had hardened, icy eyes narrowing. A warning. Less of a reaction than Korra had hoped for. Maybe one of the things she’d wanted, coming here, was to hurt him the way he’d hurt her. Revenge.

 

That wasn’t very Avatar-like and she knew it. She could practically  hear Aang sighing in frustration. 

 

What  would Aang do?

 

He’d forgive and forget no matter how hard it was, she knew that. And no matter the personal cost, he’d do what's right for the people. That was the Avatar’s job. Korra heaved a sigh, unfolding her arms. “It’s not confirmed completely… but there’s a strong chance there’s another bloodbender in Republic City.” she hesitated. “One that can bend without the full moon. Like you.”

 

Amon stirred. With a carefully concealed expression, he slowly lowered himself to the ground and sat in a meditative position, hands on his knees. “Another bloodbender,” he repeated.

 

“Yeah. Get the crud out of your ears,” Korra replied impatiently. 

 

“So  that is why you came to me for help.”

 

Korra rolled her eyes.  “Yes,”  she hissed. “There’s one thing - he’s not an Equalist. He - or she - or whoever it is - they’re giving people their bending  back.” 

 

“That sounds like a dream come true for you benders,” Amon commented. “So tell me; what exactly is the problem?”

 

“We all need to live in  harmony!  Benders and nonbenders need to learn to live side by side. Neither is better than the other. The Equalists are wrong, and the benders’ revolt is  also wrong. So I need to stop this guy.”

 

“Stop him from giving people their bending back?”

 

“He’s giving  criminals  their bending back. Lightning Bolt Zolt? Those other Triad members you victimized? They’re back to terrorizing the city from the underground.” Korra clenched her hands into fists. “And plus… he  killed a group of Equalists. Suffocated them with water.”

 

Amon’s eyes narrowed and Korra could see a slight clenching of his hands on his knees. Then he appeared contemplative. Finally, he hit her with a zinger: “if he is a bloodbender, then why did he not use bloodbending to kill them?”

 

Korra went silent. She hadn’t thought of that. If bloodbending was the ability he was most accustomed to, why not use it? Why do it the slow way, with water? She had no answers for the man sitting across from her. Answers she herself now wanted. “What do you think…?” she asked, her voice uncharacteristically soft.

 

Amon hummed thoughtfully, his voice a low gravelly rumble. Then, “perhaps he is a bloodbender. But… hm. Did the Triple Threats all gain their bending back around the same time?”

 

“I… don’t know.” Korra frowned. “It’s been a couple months since all this started. I’ve heard of a few instances of it, I think… but I’ll have to ask Mako if he knows the specifics. Why…?”

 

“It’s possible that he is a bloodbender who still requires the full moon.”

 

Korra considered, before shaking her head. “I don’t know if that adds up.”

 

“And believing that there is suddenly a fourth person in the world who can use unlimited bloodbending… that’s believable?” Amon’s lips quirked just slightly. “Use your head, Avatar Korra.”

 

Korra scowled. “Just tell me what to do!”

 

“You want me to spoon feed you?” His expression darkened. “If that is the case… I have more demands.”

 

Korra barked out a laugh. “More demands, huh? What do you take me for? A pushover?” A pause, a small hesitant shift in her posture. “Even  if  I were to consider it… what would you even want?? You  know you’re never getting out of here, right?”

 

“I have accepted my fate, for now,” Amon replied evenly. “My demand is that you free my brother.”
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  The Triple Threats, despite being the biggest gang in Republic City, were still a bunch of weaselly cowards who preferred to have disposables do their dirty work for them. They were paranoid and defensive, especially now that they’d finally gotten their bending back, and that made sneaking into one of the higher up’s poker games pretty difficult. Korra had had to completely ditch her normal water tribe clothing for something much more discreet, going as far as to hide her hair under a hat. Mako was unfortunately far too recognizable as an officer to even think about trying to sneak into the game; but he reluctantly let Bolin take his place even though he thought disaster was imminent.


 


  Bolin had been as reassuring as he could. “Don’t worry about it, bro! I 
  
    got this. 
  
  I’m sneaky! I’m clever! And I can even change my voice!” Then Bolin proceeded to test out a number of different pitches, sounding all too similar to a squawking chicken. 


 


  Mako sighed and ran a hand down his face miserably. “Yeah, but, well… you’re… 
  
    you.” 
  
  He gestured to Bolin, who blushed. “I don’t like the idea of two emotionally unhinged people like yourselves going into this… but I don’t really have a choice. So can you both promise to 
  
    try 
  
  to keep a level head and not screw this up?”


 


  Bolin looked embarrassed, but Korra was just sour. Perhaps her lingering resentment toward Mako was affecting her judgment, and that was exactly the point Mako was making, wasn’t it? She hated it. Her conversations with Amon stayed in the back of her mind, too; all the times he’d called her a child... or immature… and yet, strangely enough, he seemed to be bestowing more words of wisdom on her than anyone else so far. Even Tenzin seemed too busy to offer her much considering he was part of the council and they were having a hell of a time trying to move toward a presidential democracy.


 


  “Yeah. I think we can do that.” Korra’s tone was clipped and her expression was dark. Then she grabbed Bolin and they made their way down the street and through an alleyway, leaving Mako behind. 


 


 


  “I hate that he was right! Stupid Mako and his 
  
    stupid 
  
  level head and I just - 
  
    argh!” 
  
  Korra launched a brief flame at the stone wall. The fire quickly dissipated, but her anger remained.


 


  “I am not here to be your personal therapist, Avatar Korra,” Amon said from the other side of the cell bars. Though there was a slightly amused lilt in his voice. Seeing her all riled up must’ve given him pleasure, and that thought made Korra even angrier. 


 


  “I don’t need your attitude, you monster!” she growled, grabbing her hair in her frustration. “I 
  
    came 
  
  here to relay to you the information we got and see what you thought about it!”


 


  “And yet you’ve told me nothing.” Amon sat perfectly still in contrast to Korra’s pacing. “You’ve only 
  
    whined 
  
  about being wrong. As per usual.”


 


  Korra’s anger became explosive. 
  
    “You don’t even deserve the cell you’re in! You deserve to have died!”
  


 


  Silence. Amon didn’t look particularly bothered, but Korra’s eyes widened at the realization of what she’d said. The Avatar was supposed to bring balance. The Avatar was supposed to value life. She may not have been one of the air nomads, but to wish death on anyone, to 
  
    want 
  
  death for anyone, was disloyal to her very purpose. 


 


  Korra frowned, became very still, then slowly sat on the prison floor and folded her legs, placing her hands on her knees. Tenzin had always told her to meditate when she needed peace. Perhaps a prison in front of her worst enemy wasn’t the place to do it, but if she continued to allow her anger to get the best of her, then she was no better than the monster sitting across from her.


 


  She closed her eyes and allowed her brain to empty itself. To her surprise Amon said nothing; no commentary, no jabs, no questions. He simply sat still and allowed her the silence she needed to focus. And after a while, she’d forgotten he was even there. Korra wasn’t sure how much time had passed when she opened her eyes, but she found Amon sitting in the exact same position, his own eyes closed. She was struck with an odd sensation that wasn’t entirely unpleasant. She’d seen him as such a monster for so long that the thought of him doing something as peaceful and enlightening as meditating was absurd. 


 


  But if the lines were so black and white as she’d always thought, why had she been visiting him so often? And not just for information… she had to admit to herself now that it had been something else. Maybe a burning need to find herself. To figure out who she was as the Avatar and how she should go about enacting the change she wanted so badly to make. It was ridiculous, coming to her enemy for that, but this was what it had become.


 


  A part of her was angry about it, and the other part was beyond caring. Wasn’t it the Avatar’s job to find balance? Avatar Aang’s best friend was once his worst enemy. Not that she and Amon could 
  
    ever 
  
  be friends… but perhaps it wasn’t so wrong to try and seek wisdom anywhere she could.


 


  In an uncharacteristic display of patience, Korra waited for the man’s eyes to open. Once they did, she took in a breath and said, “you were right.”


 


  “The bloodbender requires the full moon.” Amon’s tone was dark yet thoughtful. “How did you acquire this information?”


 


  “Bolin and I tried to disguise ourselves to sneak into the poker game of one of the triple threats. It was a disaster,” she admitted, “but we still managed to get an answer. What I’m still unsure about is what his game really is. If he’s been using smoke and mirrors to try and mislead us, what else have we assumed that we’re wrong about?”


 


  “Thinking before you act.” Amon peered at her, expression unreadable. “That is... new.”


 


  Korra’s eyes narrowed. “Am I supposed to take that as a compliment??”


 


  “Take it however you will.” Amon shifted, looking amused. “Before I offer any more advice, however: there is the matter of my brother.”


 


  Korra sighed, growing frustrated again. Apparently meditating could only do so much. “This again?? I may be the Avatar but even 
  
    I 
  
  don’t hold that much leverage. You expect me to convince the whole city that a man who betrayed them all for power and bloodbended members of the council deserves to be set free?”


 


  “My brother may be misguided, and that is our father’s doing,” Amon countered, his tone dark. Warning her. “He does not deserve the fate he’s been given.”


 


  “And let me guess: you don’t either? You’re secretly just a good man that was only trying to do what was best??”


 


  Amon was silent, only staring at her with icy eyes. “If you want my help,” he finally growled, “then free my brother.”


 


 


  She must’ve held more power than she’d thought - because while Korra wasn’t able to convince them to 
  
    free 
  
  Tarrlok, she had managed to get him some better clothes, access to books and other relaxation materials, a better restroom, and some other small amenities. When Lin had questioned why, Korra was unable to give her a straight answer. Because how could you tell the chief of police that you’re asking advice from the man who took her bending?


 


  But Lin relented and begrudgingly allowed Korra’s compromise. Tarrlok would stay in his cell, but at least the cell would be more comfortable. If that wasn’t enough to appease Amon, then Korra was at a loss of what to do. 


 


  Another question burned in her mind, and Amon was so tight-lipped she doubted he would answer. So going down the stairs to the prison, she veered off to the left and approached Tarrlok’s cell on the other side of the prison area. As she approached, he looked up and his eyes narrowed. “To what do I owe the pleasure, Korra?” he asked, his tone more flat than snotty. “I suppose it’s you who I have to thank for all of the… upgrades to my cell.”


 


  “Yeah, that’s me,” she replied, folding her arms over her chest. “It wasn’t what your brother asked for, but it was the best I could do.”


 


  Tarrlok stiffened. “What did he ask for, exactly?” he asked, keeping his voice controlled.


 


  “For your release.” Korra shifted, staring intently at him. “Why?”


 


  “Why indeed.” Tarrlok stood, turning his back to her and moving toward the back of the cell. His head bowed and his hands clenched together behind his back. “I can only guess he feels bad for what he did.”


 


  “A monster like Amon? Feeling 
  
    bad? 
  
  Do you hear yourself?”


 


  “He may have done some awful things. Father’s cruelty may have hardened his heart and created what he is now. But once upon a time, he was my brother and he cared. He protected me from our father. Perhaps there is a hint of that little boy somewhere inside.”


 


  Korra raised a brow. “You sound insane. He’s 
  
    Amon.”
  


 


  Tarrlok wheeled around, his eyes narrowed in irritation. “Please offer your insight then, Avatar.” He smoothed down his hair, composing himself and wiping the anger from his face. “Why come to me for answers if you’re going to scoff at what I say?”


 


  “But… he nearly destroyed this city.” Korra unfolded her arms. Why did she suddenly feel so unsure? Was it because she’d been having so many conversations with Amon himself lately? “How could someone capable of that be human at all?”


 


  “I don’t know.” Tarrlok shook his head. “But why else would he ask for my release? Knowing what I’ve done?”


 


 


  “This bloodbender? He’s not like Amon. He still has to use the full moon,” Korra confirmed to Mako. 


 


  “I know we found out some useful stuff despite the fiasco at the Triple Threats’ poker game, but how exactly did you come to 
  
    that 
  
  conclusion? We can’t afford to be wrong about this, Korra.”


 


  Korra shifted uncomfortably. “I came up with it myself.”


 


  Mako’s eyes narrowed on her. “I don’t believe you.”


 


  Rage filled her. “Excuse me?” Korra raised her voice, hands clenching into fists. “Tell me you’re calling me stupid, Mako. I dare you!”


 


  “I - I didn’t say that!” Mako’s temper flared too and his fists tightened. “You’re taking my words all out of context - 
  
    as usual! 
  
  When are you gonna learn to control your temper?!”


 


  “When are you going to learn to control YOURS?!” Korra challenged, steam coming out of her nostrils. All that resentment toward Mako came bubbling to the surface, spewing out in the form of unbridled anger. “This is why we didn’t work! Because you can’t consider anyone but 
  
    yourself!! 
  
  Even 
  
    AMON 
  
  has been more helpful to me than you!!”


 


  Mako stiffened and his hands unclenched. He straightened up, looking shocked. “You… you’ve talked to Amon?”


 


  “Yeah.” Korra looked away, scowling. She hadn’t meant for 
  
    that 
  
  to come out, but the look on Mako’s face almost made it worth it. “And he’s how I knew about the bloodbender.”


 


  Mako grimaced. “Just how many times have you visited him, Korra?? After what he did to you, how could you even think about talking to him??”


 


  Suddenly Korra felt like a child once again. Going to her enemy for advice - venting to him like he was her personal therapist - and granting his demands? He’d 
  
    taken her bending. 
  
  Her worst nightmare. And he certainly hadn’t apologized for it. 


 


  Why was she doing this?


 


 


  Over the next month Korra didn’t visit Amon at all. She hadn’t even told him about what she’d done for Tarrlok. During this time Korra attempted to do things on her own; taking out Equalists and breaking up their meetings, keeping the bending gangs from tearing each other apart, and trying to figure out who the hell the bloodbender was and where to find them. 


 


  So far, things had only gotten worse - at least on two of those fronts. With their bending back, the Agni Kais and the Triple Threats were more confident and brazen than ever. The Equalists were finally dwindling, but there was ever-growing support for them from the nonbending citizens, who were still very sore over both Tarrlok’s horrible treatment of them and the growing unrest of the benders in the city. The decision to move to a presidential democracy had been confirmed amongst the council, who were to disband once a president was elected, but elections were going to be a fiasco if the civil war wasn’t taken care of. 


 


  All in all, Korra was more lost and confused than ever. She needed some answers. She needed 
  
    help. 
  


 


  So she paid another visit to the Republic City Police Department. 


  



7. Chapter 7


    
    
  
    Part Seven
  









  Desperation often led people to do things against their instinct. Now was one such time. Even as she entered the police station, Korra battled within her mind; a large part of her still wanted to believe he was a vicious monster who was incapable of doing good, and the other part of her kept hearing Tarrlok’s words over and over again.


 


  She didn’t know what to believe anymore, but she was desperate for help.


 


  Korra shifted her weight from foot to foot uncomfortably. When finally coming to visit Amon once more, she hadn’t expected to catch him in the middle of a work out. 
  
    Again. 
  
  She averted her eyes and fought back the weird awkward feeling in her chest as he did his routine. She cleared her throat once but unlike last time, Amon did not bother to speak to her or even acknowledge her existence. For a brief moment Korra assumed he was mad or sullen that she hadn’t come to visit, but the thought was absolutely ludicrous and she dismissed it immediately. He held no attachment to her. He 
  
    took her bending. 
  
  She honestly didn’t think he held any attachment to 
  
    anyone. 
  


 


  Then again, his demands were for her to free his brother, not himself.


 


  “I - I wasn’t able to free your brother.” Korra finally broke the silence, her voice more quiet than usual. “But I did get him some amenities. Lots of them actually. His cell is more like a home than a prison now. Which is more than I think he deserves… but that’s what I could manage.”


 


  Amon straightened, his back turned. His dark hair now hung past his shoulders, and Korra had to admit he was looking - … more like a water tribe member every day. Just a few ornaments in his hair and he would fit right in.


 


  She scolded herself for her initial thought and vowed never to think it again. Just like all the other thoughts she’d been having lately; moments of sympathy. Of doubt. Thinking that maybe, just maybe, Amon wasn’t quite the monster she’d seen in her nightmares. But that was crazy. He was evil. Pure and simply evil. 
  
    Right?
  


 


  He looked over his shoulder at her with those pale, piercing eyes. “I see.”


 


  Korra shuddered, then scowled. “Listen, I 
  
    tried! 
  
  Don’t give me that look! You should be glad I -” she stopped herself, taking a deep breath. “I did what I could for him. And I need your help.”


 


  Amon slowly turned to face her, clasping his hands together behind his back. “Well. The Avatar is finally learning to hold her tongue.” His lips quirked slightly. “How… 
  
    adorable.”
  


 


  Derision was dripping from his voice but Korra couldn’t help the strange but not entirely unpleasant queasiness that arose in her stomach. “Cut the crap, Amon. Where am I gonna find this bloodbender? How do I stop these people from ripping each other apart?? How am I supposed to do this?!”


 


  “You’re asking me all of these things?” His eyes were hard, but his expression was a tad amused. “You didn’t like my plan to unite the city.”


 


  Korra threw her hands up. He was just as frustrating as ever. And worse, he knew what he was doing. He was 
  
    toying 
  
  with her, like a cat did with a mouse before it finally ate it. “What’s your game, Amon?” she demanded. “Are you just screwing with me? Should I not bother anymore??”


 


  “Do you always think the world is out to get you, Avatar?”


 


  “Well, considering no matter what I do 
  
    someone 
  
  is angry about it, yeah - I kinda do.”


 


  Amon smiled. It was a cold smile, one that didn’t reach his eyes. It was entirely unnerving. “You are right about that. You’ll never make everyone happy, no matter what you do, no matter what move you make.”


 


  “So I’m destined to fail?”


 


  “We learn from failure.”


 


  “I haven’t learned 
  
    anything!”
  


 


  
    “Then you haven’t truly failed.”
  


 


  Korra growled. “Are you saying I should let the city burn??”


 


  “It already is.” Amon tilted his head. Korra could almost imagine that soulless white mask on his face. 


 


  “Equalists are dying. Benders are dying. Innocent people are being attacked.” Korra’s anger had fizzled, replaced with desperation. “I just want the city to be at peace. Please - tell me what to do.”


 


  “Why have you come to me for answers?”


 


  “I -“ Korra hesitated. “I… no one else seems to be able to know what to say. To guide me.”


 


  “So you come to your worst enemy.”


 


  “You think I 
  
    like 
  
  talking to the monster who took my bending?!” Korra grit her teeth. “But I care about this city more than I care about our history. So 
  
    spill it.”
  


 


  Amon remained silent, looking her up and down. Korra squirmed under his gaze, suddenly feeling self-conscious. Trying to pull herself together, she continued, “you wanted me to free your brother. Some part of you must still care. If there is any shred of humanity left in you, then help me spare innocent lives. There won’t be some glorious new era! There won’t be anything at all! They’ll kill each other!”


 


  Amon continued his silence until Korra shifted uncomfortably. Finally, he approached the bars. Korra watched his every move with narrowed eyes. “What are you doing??” She demanded as his arms lowered to his sides.


 


  Quietly he stuck a hand through the bars, palm up. Immediately Korra knew what he was doing: 
  
    beckoning her. 
  
  He confirmed as such: “touch my hand.”


 


  Korra reeled back, both shocked and enraged. “You must be out of your mind!!”


 


  Really, what harm could he do? There was only so much he could do if he grabbed her, and she had three other limbs she could use for bending. Objectively, the danger wasn’t extreme. 


 


  And yet she was terrified.


 


  And maybe a little bit of something else. She couldn’t completely shove down the small tiny twinge in her stomach; it was the same feeling she’d had before when he teased her. Maybe it was the fact that she had his full attention - unlike Mako, who couldn’t seem to decide who he liked or why - or maybe it was the way Amon looked at her. As if he could see through her.


 


  Or maybe it was the way he seemed to, ironically, help her as the Avatar more than anyone else.


 


  Korra remained perfectly still for a long moment, as did Amon. Still offering his hand. Unrelenting. Finally, he rumbled, “if you want my help… then you must put aside your pride, put aside your fear, and show me how far you’re willing to go for your 
  
    beloved city.”
  


 


  A scowl curled Korra’s lips. It was a test. She knew it. A million thoughts ran through her head… but through all of them, she heard a whisper of a voice: “do it.”


 


  Those four steps forward felt like an eternity. Korra slowly extended a trembling hand, terrifying images flashing through her mind; thoughts of Amon using his chi blocking up her arm, grabbing her head to take her bending, or even pulling her so hard into the bars it dislocated her arm. Most of that was impossible, but she couldn’t help the panic in her chest. But she would do it. For the city… and for another reason she wouldn’t admit, not even to herself.


 


  She was curious. To see proof that he really did have a shred of sympathy or compassion left.


 


  Korra wasn’t sure what to expect when her fingers brushed his. Maybe ice cold skin; or maybe for all the nightmares to come rushing back. For the fear to make her pass out. For Amon to attempt to hurt her again.


 


  But his hand remained perfectly still. Not even a twitch of a finger. And his fingers were… 
  
    warm. Smooth. Graceful. 
  
  A true waterbender’s hands, she had to admit. And it was for this reason that she didn’t yank her hand back immediately. She had no idea how long he wanted her to do this, but she was beginning to find that touching Amon’s hand wasn’t entirely unpleasant. In fact, that same strange, queasy feeling in her stomach came back full force and she had trouble fighting the heat from her cheeks.


 


  And the weirdest part: he did not move. Not a muscle. He simply let her fingers brush against his own, his ice blue eyes flickering between their hands and Korra’s face. The way he kept watching her… though his expression was enigmatic, Korra couldn’t help but feel that maybe, 
  
    maybe 
  
  this wasn’t just some test for him. She was almost certain he’d gone a long time without physical touch that wasn’t violence. Could it be… his own way of seeking out that touch?


 


  Sixty seconds passed and Korra hadn’t stopped her ministrations. What surprised her even more was that his eyes slowly closed. He seemed focused yet content, and Korra suddenly found that there was a spiritual energy radiating all around him. He may have lost his bending, but he was still spiritually attuned, it seemed. “What do you want, Amon?” she asked before she could stop herself. “What do you want? Not for the city - but for yourself?”


 


  His hand closed around Korra’s fingers and she found herself tensing up completely, fear suddenly palpitating her chest and quickening her breath. She was milliseconds away from panic. But he didn’t pull her in, he didn’t lift his free hand, he didn’t twist her arm. 


 


  At this point, it was sheer curiosity that kept her from yanking back.


 


  Amon opened his eyes. He remained perfectly silent; his gaze wandered to their hands, feeling Korra’s fingers trembling in his grasp. “You’ve taken a large step today, even if you haven’t realized it,” he rumbled, letting her hand go. Korra immediately took several steps back, trying to catch her breath.


 


  And she wasn’t sure it was 100% fear causing her heart to hammer in her chest.


 


  Which was, well, confusing.


 


  Suddenly his words hit her. 
  
    It was a test. 
  
  “Were you trying to see if I trusted you??” she spat, scowling. “Because I 
  
    don’t.”
  


 


  Amon folded his hands behind his back. “Guess again, Avatar.”


 


  Korra snorted angrily, shaking her head. “Can you just give it to me straight for 
  
    once 
  
  and stop speaking in riddles??”


 


  A low sound came from him, and it took Korra a moment to realize that it was a chuckle. Once again, he was laughing at her. Toying with her for his own amusement. “You call me a monster. I took your precious bending from you. And yet you took my hand. 
  
    For the good of the city, 
  
  you say. And you backed up your words. Would you have been willing to take my hand a few months ago?”


 


  Korra hesitated. Once again Amon’s words got the wheels in her brain turning. “Well… no… but why does that even matter?”


 


  “You’ll begin realizing your true potential, Avatar Korra, when you figure out how far you’re willing to go for the things you care about.”


  



8. Chapter 8
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   Part Eight 



  

  



Korra hated how much a simple touch occupied her mind over the next week. She hadn’t had time to visit the prison since then, being busy with catching Equalist attacks and keeping benders from tearing apart the streets - and also trying to find out whatever information she could on the bloodbender who’d been giving people their bending back. She’d gone to a restaurant in town to meet with Mako and Asami and mull over ideas and leads, and things of course were a bit awkward; but rather than being preoccupied with Mako’s rejection, Korra was more focused on her last encounter with Amon. To her dismay, she couldn’t get his gaze out of her mind. The way his fingers felt. The firmness with which he grabbed her hand. And the words he imparted on her before she left:  “You’ll begin realizing your true potential, Avatar Korra, when you figure out how far you’re willing to go for the things you care about.” 

 

And the more she’d thought about it, the more she hated how right he was. She wouldn’t have been willing to even  visit Amon when he’d first been imprisoned. And now she’d touched his hand. The hand of the man who’d taken her greatest gift from her and left her with nightmares. 

 

And yet also a man who was helping her grow more than she’d ever thought possible.

 

Asami had reacted to news of Korra’s visits similarly to Mako. She frowned and gave many warnings and let Korra know just how displeased she was with it all, and Korra just shrugged it off. “He gave me valuable information,” she countered. “We wouldn’t know that detail about the full moon if it wasn’t for him.”

 

Finally the conversation was steered back in the correct direction, and the trio came to the conclusion that the next time the bloodbender would strike would be the upcoming full moon in two weeks. The question was: where? And how?

 

Their answer came in the form of a loose-lipped confession from an Agni Kai higher up they’d caught for embezzlement a few days later. In exchange for a pardon, he revealed information. On the next full moon there would be a gathering of benders, many of which were disgruntled citizens who’d had their bending taken by Amon. A ceremony was to take place, giving back the bending of those people… as well as bloodbending some citizens to make an ‘example’ out of them. 

 

And it would be happening on Aang Memorial Island, if the crook was to be believed. 

 

The full moon was a week and an half away, which gave the busy Team Avatar precious little time to make a plan. Underneath the museum there was a complex cave system that extended into the bay that would be both the best and worst place to attempt an ambush. The benders wouldn’t expect the police to come up from below, but if they caught wind of the plan they could easily trap everyone down below. 

 

It was risky. 

 

When Korra went down to the police station a couple of days later, she was hesitant to tell Amon the plan despite being so strangely desperate for his advice. Seeing how pensive and quiet she was, Amon straightened his back from his seated position and watched her pace in front of his cell. Waiting. Possibly analyzing her body language to gauge her thoughts. Korra found it frustrating and slightly exciting, the way he watched her so closely. But out of concern for the upcoming ambush, she forced herself to banish those kinds of thoughts from her head.

 

It was absurd to think that way about a monster like Amon anyways… right?

 

“Something has happened.”

 

Amon’s low rasp shook Korra from her thoughts and she stopped pacing, looking over at him. A frown curled her lips. Should she tell him? What could he do, anyways, other than offering advice? A sigh left her, and before she fully realized what she was doing, she was spilling everything about the meeting on Aang Memorial Island. 

 

Amon was quiet until she finished divulging what they’d learned from the Agni Kai member. “So what is your plan?” he finally asked.

 

Korra sat down, folding her legs in a meditative position that mirrored Amon’s. “Well, we formulated the plan to use the cave system below the museum to ambush them and catch the bloodbender, as well as disperse any of the other benders there. But a part of me doesn’t even want to. Some of these people were completely lost without their bending. I don’t want to be the one who keeps them in the darkness.”

 

Amon’s lips curled into a bitter smile, his eyes cold. “If those people cannot find their way in life without their bending… then perhaps they deserve the darkness they are in.”

 

“You can’t mean that,” Korra snapped, scowling. “Bending is a  part of us. It’s in our blood, in our spirit. It’s like someone taking your arms, or your legs!”

 

“When a limb is cut, we adapt.” Amon’s tone was neutral. Matter-of-fact. “So should we adapt when we lose anything important to us.”

 

“It - it’s not that simple!” Korra argued, getting flustered. “You can’t sit there in your stupid self-righteousness and tell me you don’t miss waterbending. Feeling it flow through you… watching it ebb and sway… the rush…”

 

Amon tilted his head, remaining silent for a few moments. “I don’t.” His voice was flat but there was something in his eyes that stirred Korra’s very bones. “But there’s something slightly admirable about the way you speak of it. Foolish… but admirable.”

 

Heat flooded her face and she averted her gaze, frowning. She didn’t like the way his words made her feel, and didn’t like how confused she’d been getting in regards to her opinion of him. Korra had once firmly believed Amon was a heartless, cruel monster who wanted nothing more than to destroy the city with his radical beliefs and oppress benders everywhere. 

 

Now, she really didn’t know  what  to think.

 

“Your plan is risky.” His voice once again broke her from her thoughts. “Perhaps too risky.”

 

“Is there another way?”

 

“Hmmm.” The low, thoughtful rumble in his chest caused that queasy feeling in Korra’s stomach again and she cleared her throat to try to dismiss it. She was tired of the strange things she felt around him. A large part of her wanted things to be black and white again. He was supposed to be the enemy and she was supposed to despise him. Amon rubbed his chin and Korra found the gesture to be strangely human. “Infiltration may not be as covert as simply hiding… but it would not run the risk of being trapped in those caves.”

 

Korra considered. “I’m very recognizable.”

 

“Yes. That is also a risk.”

 

“What would you do?”

 

The question surprised Korra even as it left her mouth; if it surprised Amon, he didn’t show it. He merely stared. Finally, he said, “Your infiltration of my Equalist rally saved the bending of your earthbender friend, if I remember correctly.”

 

“What if they catch me, though?”

 

“Perhaps you should wear a hat again. It seemed to work well last time.”

 

His voice was flat but Korra could see the grim humor on his face. He was joking  with her, and she wasn’t sure how to feel about it. But she had to admit she  almost smiled. “Maybe I’ll add a pair of glasses for extra pizzazz,” she replied playfully.

 


 

The next day, Korra shared Amon’s suggestion with Mako and was met with a predictably sour response. “No way,” he said with a shake of his head. “Why are you still visiting that guy, Korra?? He’s filling your head with crap, and telling you all this stuff to make you doubt yourself! He’s  lying to you. He wants you to fail!”

 

“It may have been his idea, but  I  think it will work!” Korra countered angrily. “And besides - didn’t  we do the exact same thing to save Bolin from an equalist rally??”

 

Mako hesitated, but did not relent. “I’m not doing it. The risk is even greater than if we ambushed them from down below. These people look up to the Avatar, even if they are going about things the wrong way. You’ll get caught immediately and then  who knows what’ll happen.”

 

Korra fumed. “I’m starting to think that you’re not rejecting the ideas because they’re bad ideas. I think you don’t want to consider them because  you’re jealous that my attention is on someone else.”

 

Mako’s brows rose in shock, then furrowed. The look on his face was one of disgust. “Do you even hear yourself?” he muttered. “What, do you have a  crush on him now? The monster that took your bending, and nearly took mine and Bolin’s?”

 

Korra flinched, feeling like a child again. Her anger really was often explosive and got the best of her, and it was one of the reasons Amon looked down on her. And now she felt Mako was looking down on her, too. “No,” she growled defensively. 

 

“Then  why do you keep going to visit him??”

 

“I…” She struggled to answer. She had no clue what to say to him or how to really explain what she was doing, talking to Amon. Finally her shoulders sagged. “We’ll do it your way.”

 


 

The night before the gathering on Aang Memorial Island, Korra, Mako, Asami, and an entire squadron of police officers gathered the supplies they needed and piled it all in a discreet boat they were going to take to the island and lie in wait. Korra was still concerned about their plan, but if nothing else, she supposed she could just earthbend their way out if any caves collapsed. That would be risky, considering it was all surrounded by water, but she was fairly confident she could use her waterbending and protect them all enough to get them through the bay without incident.

 

Korra prepared to head out, following the squadron of officers and stepping one foot into the boat. Mako was right behind her so they could set off to the island to prepare.

 

Until another officer came running toward the docks. Skidding to a halt and completely out of breath, the policeman managed to get out, “Amon!”

 

Korra stiffened. “What about him??”

 

“Amon… he’s escaped!”
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  Mako cursed. Korra stood there in disbelief. After all this time… he’d just… 
  
    escaped?
  
   It didn’t seem real, and the little bubble she’d been in while visiting him over the past few months popped, leaving her in a cold reality: Amon was still a villain, and she’d been duped. Maybe it didn’t make his advice any less solid, but the part of her that maybe hoped there was some sympathy or regret shriveled. “We can’t risk not going to the island, this may be our only opportunity,” Mako growled. Turning to the officer, he commanded, “search the city. Go on a manhunt. Ask Beifong to reroute all forces to look for him, if she hasn’t already. 
  
    Find 
  
  him.” Turning to Korra, who was still mid-step and looking remarkably pale, he gave her an almost sullen look. “So much for your new friend, huh, Korra?”


 


  The tone of his voice made Korra want to punch him, but this news took precedence. Stepping back out of the boat and allowing Mako to get in, she got the policeman’s attention before he could leave. “How?” she demanded.


 


  “We don’t know. One minute he was sitting idly in his cell, and when one of us went down twenty minutes later, his cell door was opened, Izumi was on the floor unconscious, and the cell was empty. What’s even more - former councilman Tarrlok’s cell was empty, too. Amon even grabbed the contraband we’d taken from them both on his way out. I’ve never seen anyone escape us so easily without anyone noticing.”


 


  Korra let go of the man’s sleeve and he promptly retreated, leaving her feeling confused and mortified. Another realization hit her like a sack of bricks: Amon could have left that cell anytime he wanted. If it had been that easy for him, he could have escaped to freedom right from the beginning, or not long after that. He’d 
  
    chosen 
  
  to stay.


 


  
    Why?
  


 


  Korra numbly got in the boat and sat there in silence as the group quietly sailed across the bay toward the island. 


 


 


  The group laid in wait in one of the upper tunnels right below the museum. They could hear the waves of footsteps once the sun set and the moon began to rise; Mako and Korra exchanged wide-eyed glances. “There must be over two hundred,” Korra whispered.


 


  Mako frowned. “Even more than we expected,” he whispered back.


 


  They continued to wait silently for the gathering to begin. Korra tried to rehash the plan in her mind to keep herself from being distracted by the news of Amon’s escape. It was difficult to do so, she admitted to herself. 
  
    ‘Okay, we wait until they’re all focused on the bloodbender. Then the policemen will create a large metal dome to trap all the civilians. Then Mako and I will take on the bloodbender. Considering we’re benders too, maybe he’ll go easy on us. Or maybe he won’t. Either way, this is our chance.’
  


 


  Rehashing the plan failed to keep her focused, though. Korra kept thinking about how the officer at the docks had said it had been ridiculously easy for Amon to escape. Even as powerful as he was, it still seemed a bit far-fetched that he did it all by himself.


 


  Had he had help…?


 


  A robotic voice broke Korra from her musings and she yanked her head up, staring at the ceiling. 
  
    “Welcome. Tonight, not only do I deliver a message to you all - I deliver a message to anyone that would try to stop us, oppress us, or tread on us. Hope for the benders… and fear for the Equalists.”
  


 


  Korra squinted and listened closely, trying to determine anything about the voice - whether it was recognizable, or even just the gender of the person. But the voice was too roboticized for her to distinguish anything at all. 
  
    “As you can see before you, there are five people. They are untied and unrestrained, and that is because none of them can move a muscle without my say-so. These people are part of the Equalists, and I will be making an example of them today.”
  


 


  Korra’s eyes widened and she cast a panicked glance at Mako. “We can’t let those people be killed, even if they are Equalists!” she whispered.


 


  Mako scowled, looking conflicted himself. “We have to time this just right,” he whispered back. “Wait just a minute longer.” A beseeching look. “Trust me, Korra.”


 


  Korra pursed her lips but stayed oddly silent, deciding to listen just this once, though every inch of her was screaming to burst through the floor and use every element at her disposal on the leader of this insane revolution. At this point, this bender was just as bad as Amon. 


 


  
    “These Equalists have spent the last year terrorizing benders because they wanted… ‘equality.’ Well, today, they are going to get it.”
  


 


  Korra went pale.


 


  
    “I will be giving them all bending abilities.”
  


 


  She heard a small collective gasp from the officers all around her. Amon’s ability to take bending had been unprecedented; this was an entirely new level. Even as the Avatar, Korra had never heard of anyone, including herself, having the ability to give a lifelong nonbender those powers. Giving bending 
  
    back, 
  
  yes. Giving the gift of bending in the first place? Unheard of. Impossible, even. Only the lion turtles were ever known to do that.


 


  At the moment Korra desperately wished she’d stood her ground and infiltrated the meeting like Amon had suggested. Maybe then she could see this power for herself. Being unable to see what was happening above was a huge disadvantage to them. 
  
    Damn you, Mako. 
  


 


  Moments went by and Korra felt sweat dripping down her face and neck. She was pacing in place, waiting anxiously for Mako to give the word. The audience above gasped. 
  
    “Bend. Or I will force you to.”
  
   Shortly she could hear the sounds of fire and even of earth being moved; she wondered if that was benders in the crowd, or if those Equalists really had gained the power of bending. 


 


  Korra was so preoccupied with this insane revelation that she almost hadn’t heard Mako: 
  
    “NOW!”
  


 


 


  Chaos unfolded. A few benders were able to get out of dodge before the officers created their metal dome, trapping the rest in and preventing the earthbenders inside from being able to manipulate it. Battles were quickly initiated as the angry benders took out their frustration on the people they thought were helping to oppress them. Korra’s eyes went up to the front where the bloodbender had put on his show and she saw several people in Equalist uniforms lying there, unconscious. Apparently they really had been just an example. Mako commanded a couple of officers to tend to them and put them in cuffs before going to try and detain the few benders who were still fighting.


 


  But the bloodbender wasn’t on the stage. Korra barely caught a glimpse of a hooded figure darting off toward the back of the museum, using the shadows to aid himself. “STOP!” Korra yelled, bending a small section of the ground (attempting not to destroy the museum in her wake) and launching it at him. He dodged easily, however, and retreated exactly where the police force had come from: the underground cave complex.


 


  Korra knew it was potentially dangerous, but she had both her earth and waterbending. She would be okay. And more importantly, the leader of this bending resistance would be caught. Shortly after she’d find Amon and put him back in prison, too, and work on quelling all the unrest amongst the citizens. That would be the most difficult part, she thought miserably as she gave chase.


 


  “Korra!” Mako yelled from above. She barely paused and glanced back before reassuring him and continuing downwards, into the dark. 


 


 


  Only the fire in her palm lit the way as she kept running, ignoring the hammering of her heart and the sweat accumulating on her clothes. She wouldn’t stop, 
  
    couldn’t 
  
  stop until she took this bastard down. It was her duty as the Avatar. This bender represented chaos, and the city wouldn’t have peace until he was behind bars, his bending stripped. 


 


  The light bouncing off the cave walls reflected a hooded figure about ten yards in front of her, still running. His movements were graceful - cat-like, even. A tell-tale sign of a waterbender. Agility was apparently this bender’s strong suit, but Korra wondered why he hadn’t used his bloodbending on 
  
    her 
  
  yet. He knew she was chasing him down, right? “Hey! STOP!” she yelled, urging her legs onward. But she simply wasn’t fast enough.


 


  Tunnel vision blinded Korra to the risks of earthbending in such a tight, dangerous place and she began bending the ground so that it pushed her forward, like surfing on a wave. Launching fire and bursts of wind from her hands as she gained ground on him, Korra could see the bloodbender flip and jump and dodge every single one of them. She thought the moves looked familiar, but most any master waterbender had some sort of grace and balance like that. This one must’ve been well-trained, that was for sure. A quiver of fear beat in Korra’s chest but she willed it down. 
  
    This was her duty.
  


 


  And frustration was getting the best of her. The more he dodged her attacks, the angrier she got, and the more she launched at him. 


 


  Until he stopped and she came screeching to a halt behind him, hopping off of her wave of earth and beginning to throw everything she had at him. So focused on her goal of catching him was Korra that she didn’t even hear the rumbling of the caves all around her; she just yelled in rage and kept attacking. He continued dodging, his face concealed by his hood, moving closer and closer to her until he was in fighting range. By this point Korra was completely blinded by her anger and was careless. The bloodbender took advantage of this, moving in until he was close enough to touch her. 
  
    Why hadn’t he just bloodbended her by now?
  


 


  Her eyes widened when she caught a glimpse of the face under the hood.


 


  And suddenly his fingers were striking her, rapidly jabbing up her arms, up her legs, up her back. Within seconds she felt weak and her bending fizzled out into nothing. She threw punches, trying to launch fire at him, but nothing came out. 


 


  Korra fell to her knees, the energy drained from her as the caves continued rumbling all around them. She looked up, horror on her face as he stood over her. All was dark, now, but she remembered the glimpse she’d seen.


 


  
    “Amon?”
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  The second after she spoke, the rumbling increased to a roar and Korra felt everything around her shake. “We have to run!” she yelled, her survival instinct taking over. She couldn’t capture anyone or bring peace to the city if she died down here. Dragging herself to her feet, Korra began running, stumbling over rocks and even her own feet. She couldn’t tell whether Amon was behind her, and a large part of her didn’t even care. She needed to 
  
    survive.
  


 


  She got a hundred feet before the ceiling caved in. The force of it knocked her down on her back and somewhere right in front of her she could hear a strangled groan. More rocks and chunks of dirt began to fall and before she could roll out of the way, one dropped on her, landing on her left side and knocking the wind out of her. The pain was blinding; so much so that she lost consciousness and her vision faded.


 


 


  When Korra’s eyes opened, she wasn’t even sure she was conscious. Her surroundings were black as pitch. It took some effort and pain spasmed up her side with each movement, but Korra was eventually able to remove the boulder that had landed on her side. A quick test of her bending revealed it was still gone. Tears came to her eyes and panic settled in her chest. Her bending was gone. 
  
    Gone. 
  
  
    Gone. 
  
  All of her nightmares had come true, and she was powerless once again… because what was the Avatar without their bending? The tears slid down her temples and into her hair and she laid there for a moment, trying to control her breathing. Amon’s white mask hovered over her and she fought back a scream. 
  
    Get it together. Get it together. He only used chi blocking on you; your bending will come back. His bending is 
  
  
    gone, 
  
  
    and he can’t hurt you anymore.
  


 


  So Korra tried to focus on her overall situation to keep from dwelling on the panic and letting her thoughts spiral. How long had she been out? Was she truly trapped in these caves, or was there some way out? How long would Amon’s chi blocking last? 


 


  Where 
  
    was 
  
  he? Everything came back to her clearly now, subduing the fear pulsing through her: the ritual, the Equalists receiving bending, the chaos of the police’s ambush, going after the bloodbender.


 


  Only to find out that it was Amon. He’d used the Equalist’s chi blocking technique on her before she could react and it had proven to be a terrible idea for both their survival, because the cave system had begun caving in.


 


  But that had been 
  
    her 
  
  fault. Once again she’d let her emotions get the best of her and had acted immaturely and impulsively. She thought of all the time she’d talked with Amon in his cell and what he’d been telling her this whole time.


 


  And she hadn’t listened at all, apparently.


 


  Gritting her teeth and berating herself mentally for her poor decisions, Korra struggled to sit up and began crawling in the direction of what she hoped was the way back up. If she could earthbend, this would be cake. As it was, her only hope was to either clear the rocks by hand (if she was even able to), or just wait for her bending to come back. But considering Amon was a master of chi blocking… she wasn’t even sure how long that would take. 


 


  Feeling around blindly, she kept crawling along until her hands felt something other than the dirt beneath her. Her fingers brushed over boulders of various sizes, trying to gauge whether digging out would be possible… until she touched something soft, warm, and wet. It was clothing, and judging by the texture of the wetness on her fingers, the clothing was stained with blood. Korra continued feeling around, and after a minute of analyzing the body there, she could tell that pretty much half of it was caved in on. It had to be Amon, and he was badly injured.


 


  Korra sat back on her legs, bloody hands resting on her knees. A large part of her wanted to leave him behind. He’d toyed with her, belittled her, filled her head with nonsense and half-truths, and then he’d escaped his cell. Not only that, he’d come to this meeting after 
  
    she 
  
  had told him about it, and he used chi blocking on her. Even without his bending, he still found a way to make her powerless and it was infuriating. What good was he, here? He’d be more of a hindrance than a help. 


 


  But another part of her insisted she couldn’t leave someone behind, innocent or not. She wanted to say that was entirely due to her duties as the Avatar… but she felt that maybe there was another reason. Another reason she didn’t want to admit, especially considering what he’d done. 


 


  Korra grit her teeth and began carefully shifting the body inch by inch, prying him out from under the rocks without damaging him further. Feeling around where the injuries were the worst, on his left side, she began attempting to rip clothing from both their outfits to tie off things and stop the blood flow. If he lost too much blood, he was gone anyways, no matter what she did. During her exam her hands drifted up to his face and she felt rough stubble under her fingers; thick, silken hair. Blood. Dabbing at it carefully, she then sat back and waited for him to wake. That was the only thing she really could do.


 


 


  Korra had drifted off, exhausted by her injuries and the situation, until a groan stirred her. She couldn’t see but from the sound of it, Amon was waking up. She felt shifting beside her, then he went still. Utter silence stretched on until Korra was sure he’d fallen unconscious again - until she heard his voice. Low, groggy, raspy. “It seems like we are stuck, Avatar.”


 


  “What gave you that idea?” Korra snapped before wincing at the pain in her side. Her own injuries were much less severe than Amon’s, but it was still painful and debilitating. “I should just leave you to rot.”


 


  “But you won’t.”


 


  A hiss left her. “Every word that comes out of your mouth makes me wanna change my mind just a little more, Amon.”


 


  
    “Amon.” 
  
  His voice was even more quiet now. Barely above a whisper. “Hm. I… lost that title. When I was exposed.”


 


  “Maybe I should just call you what you really are, then. A 
  
    bastard.”
  


 


  A grunt came from him. Whether it was one of pain or amusement, Korra wasn’t sure. “Are you old enough to be using that kind of language… Avatar?”


 


  Korra’s next words surprised even herself. “Avatar… I’m not sure I deserve my title anymore, either.”


 


  “Humility is a hard lesson learned, and a valuable one.”


 


  Korra hung her head for a moment. Before she could wallow in her self-pity too long, she forced herself to pull it together. “What are we gonna do? I would just bend us out of here… but you took it from me. 
  
    Again.”
  


 


  “In self defense.”


 


  “Don’t lie. You 
  
    enjoyed it.”
  


 


  “Assumptions are unbecoming of you, Avatar.”


 


  “You didn’t deny it!”


 


  “I don’t need to.”


 


  Korra growled. If she could see exactly where he was, she had more than a half a mind to put him in even more pain than he was. “You’re a cripple now, so I guess it doesn’t even matter,” she finally hissed.


 


  Silence. It stretched on until Korra begrudgingly preferred the sound of his voice over the constant emptiness of the caves. She couldn’t even hear the water of the bay. No rumbling. Nothing. “So what are we gonna do??” she demanded.


 


  Amon’s voice was weak. It was so uncharacteristic to hear that for a split second Korra wondered if it was someone else. “The collapse ahead will be impossible to move. And your bending will not come back for at least several days. Perhaps even a week. ”


 


  “Several DAYS?!” Korra roared before he could continue. “You took my bending for DAYS?! A WEEK?! You don’t deserve my help, and you don’t deserve to ever see the light of day! When I get out of here, I’m going to make sure no one ever finds -”


 


  
    “Silence.”
  


 


  Amon’s voice was so harsh, so commanding that Korra hesitated despite being the only one even able to stand. Realizing what she’d said, Korra frowned. The Avatar was supposed to guide the way to peace. They were supposed to be a diplomat, a problem-solver, a negotiator. The Avatar was only to use violence when absolutely necessary. And here she was threatening his life when he was already close to death. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, surprising them both. 


 


  Amon was silent for a minute. Then two. Finally, he rumbled, “we must go further into the caves if we want to find a way out before we bleed out or get too weak to move from thirst and hunger. The system is winding and complex but there will be some source of water here. It is underneath the bay, after all.” A wet cough interrupted his sentence. “And I am almost positive that, since this area has always been very secluded from the rest of the city because of the danger it imposes, and it is surrounded by water on all sides that is bound to soak into the dirt and leak in from time to time, there is bound to be some sort of vegetation that may be edible.”


 


  “Shouldn’t we just… wait for the others to find us and dig us out?” Korra frowned. “I’m positive they’ll be looking for me. They’re my friends, they wouldn’t just leave me.”


 


  “It’ll take more time than we have,” Amon replied. “With all of the chaos happening above… it may take a while for them to even realize you’re trapped.”


 


  Korra’s eyes narrowed. He did have a point, but she felt like he was exaggerating it. Some part of her wondered whether he 
  
    wanted 
  
  to lead her deeper into the tunnels. To kill her? To force her to give him back his bending? Then again… he was basically crippled. Still, her best bet was just to wait for Mako and the police force to come back and bend them out of these tunnels.


 


  Exactly how deep inside were they? 


 


  Korra thought back to the last advice Amon had given her. She’d trusted Mako’s word instead, and look where she was now. Though her instincts were telling her not to trust him, especially since he’d escaped prison and taken her bending (although she reminded herself it was only temporary, thank the spirits), she felt that maybe, just maybe, this was a sign. A sign that even the Avatar could sometimes get help from the most unlikely of places. Korra had heard many stories from Katara about Aang’s adventures. His best friend was once his enemy, someone who’d tried to take him down on more than one occasion. But Aang had kept his pacifist ideals, and eventually, that person joined his team and taught him firebending. That had been Firelord Zuko, someone Korra had met personally. It was hard to believe he’d once been such an angry and vengeful person.


 


  Maybe 
  
    this 
  
  was the next lesson she needed to learn. 


 


  Korra struggled to her feet, biting back any sounds of pain. Despite the decision she’d just made, she still didn’t want to show any weakness. “Fine. We’re going further into the caves.” Shuffling toward where she’d heard his voice, Korra felt around until her hands met his body. Getting Amon to his feet and slinging his arms over her shoulders so that he rested against her back wasn’t as hard as Korra had assumed; though she felt earlier that he was certainly all corded muscle, he was lithe and compact and not nearly as heavy as she thought he’d be. But with her injuries, each step still proved difficult.


 


  It was a test of Korra’s strength and willpower to continue making her way through the darkness. Thankfully Amon still had enough strength to hold onto her so she could use her hands to feel around and guide them through the inky darkness. But she had to admit it was very, very distracting to have Amon’s heat against her back and his breath tickling her hair. In a different situation… and with a different person (or at least she tried to convince herself of that)... their closeness might have been intoxicating.


 


  Korra couldn’t be sure how far they’d gone. She’d tried to count her steps, but lost track somewhere around 350 because of Amon’s blood seeping into the back of her shirt. Her side was aching miserably and sweat was dripping from her nose, but she pressed on. Just when she thought she wouldn’t be able to take any more, she stopped mid-step because she could see that the tunnel branched off to the right.


 


  And the reason she could see it was because there was a faint blue glow coming from around that corner.


 


  Amon must’ve seen it at the same time. “I don’t believe that is a person,” he murmured against her ear. Korra couldn’t help the shudder that rolled down her spine and that strange feeling that once again fluttered her stomach. Though she’d never admit it, perhaps not even to herself, Amon was physically attractive and he’d been giving her feelings that Mako or even Asami never had. 


 


  Mako and Asami… she wondered how long she’d been down here. If they’d realized she was missing, and were looking for her. Or maybe they didn’t even care.


 


  That was a foolish thought and she banished it immediately. They were her best friends, and at some point or another she’d thought of both of them as something more. She knew they’d look for her. But how long would it take them…?


 


  “We should still be careful,” Korra replied warily, taking slow and tentative steps forward. “I don’t have my bending and you’re a cripple.”


 


  There was a grunt in her ear. The closest thing Korra might ever hear to a laugh. “Perhaps you should learn not to rely on your bending, Avatar. Like the rest of us.”


 


  Korra rolled her eyes. “Whatever. If I had my bending we wouldn’t even 
  
    be 
  
  in this situation.”


 


  As she rounded the corner, Korra prepared herself for a fight but stiffened up in surprise at what she saw instead.


 


  There were mushrooms growing along the walls and cave floor, and all of them radiated a soft blue glow. As if they were imbued with spirit energy. She’d never seen anything like it. “How… 
  
    how?” 
  
  she whispered.


 


  “I don’t know.” Amon’s breath tickled her neck. “But it reminds me of the spirit world. Perhaps we are meant to be here.”
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“How can a skeptic like you really believe that?” Korra hissed, indignant anger rising in her chest. His hypocrisy was infuriating. How could he try to eradicate bending then turn around and talk about the spirits? “You  hate bending, Amon. I imagine you probably hate the spirits, too.”

 

His next words surprised her. “I am no longer Amon.”

 

 “... Huh?” That was what he took from her statement? “You expect me to stop calling you that??”

 

He didn’t answer. Korra let out an exasperated sigh and continued her journey. The caves took a path downhill with only the glow of the mushrooms to light the way; this made it even harder for her to support Amon’s weight and eventually she had to stop before she collapsed. His chi-blocking had not only taken her bending, it had taken her strength, too, along with her injuries. Setting him down on the ground against a wall, Korra settled against the one opposite him. The tunnel was so narrow that their feet brushed against each other. She took a moment to rest and look him over. Amon sat limply against the cave wall, his feet stretched out in front of him and his hands in his lap. His eyes were closed. Apparently his injuries were getting to him too, despite his (frankly impressive) stoicism. Her gaze drifted up and the sight she was met with forced her to hold back a chuckle. A glowing mushroom popped out of the wall right above his head.

 

“Hey, uh… you got any…  bright ideas… to get us out of here?” Korra asked between snickers.

 

His eyes opened. She was briefly struck, once again, by how blue they were. They mirrored her own, but somehow they were icier than any she’d ever seen before. They were sharp and piercing and unnerving, even when he was utterly defenseless. Amon followed her gaze above his head and when he saw the mushroom, he arched a brow at her. Korra blushed. “Listen, it was funny and you know it.”

 

The pair sat against the walls and rested for a little while. Korra was only awakened by the sound of Amon’s voice. “Avatar. Get up.”

 

Her eyes narrowed in annoyance the moment they opened. With a grumble, Korra sat up straighter and stretched her arms, wincing at the pain in her side. “You’ve got a lot of nerve bossing me around when you wouldn’t even be alive without me.”

 

“I believe night has fallen. The temperature will begin to decrease, especially the deeper we go. We must keep moving.”

 

Now that he mentioned it, there were a few goosebumps on her arms. Korra was used to the cold - but she also normally had winter wear and her firebending to combat the temperature, and she was sorely lacking in both of those areas at the moment. Though her limbs were stiff and sore, she dragged herself to her feet and shuffled over to the man across from her, offering a hand.

 

He stared at it only a moment, his expression unreadable, before he accepted it. Even under his gloves Amon’s hands were warm and Korra hesitated just a moment as she remembered one of their last encounters before his escape. How he’d offered a hand to her and, pushing past her fears, she had touched it. How his fingers felt. How goosebumps had raced up her arms. The shock of the memory, and of his touch now, yanked Korra back and Amon’s body collapsed back against the wall, earning a pained grunt from him. The narrowing of his eyes indicated his annoyance. “Leaving me to die, then, Avatar?”

 

Korra set her hands on her hips. “If you’re going to keep calling me Avatar, then I’m going to keep calling you Amon.”

 

He looked up at her. When their eyes locked, Korra’s breath caught in her throat. Amon said nothing, but finally extended his good hand once more. “Let us keep moving…” He hesitated. “Korra.”

 

Korra’s brows lifted in surprise. She hadn’t expected him to acquiesce to her bluff. She’d expected some sort of snappy retort, another lecture, or just judgmental silence. Hearing him say her name gave Korra a strange feeling similar to butterflies in her stomach… with something else mixed in; something she couldn’t quite describe. Furrowing her brows, she took his hand and hauled him to his feet. “Sure thing…  Noatak,” she muttered. She could feel his hand stiffen in her grasp. 

 

This time Korra slung his arm over her shoulder and wrapped the other around his waist, their hips pressing against one another - his right against her left. The pair continued making their way down the tunnel, the light of the mushrooms leading them along. Amon - er, Noatak - had been right about the cold. Korra could feel it seeping into her clothes, and only the exertion of carrying Amon - Noatak, cripes this was hard - while sustaining her own injuries kept her warm. She worried about how they would keep warm when they finally had to stop to rest again. 

 

The journey was silent; so silent in fact that it was beginning to drive Korra crazy. She had nothing to focus on other than the waves of pain radiating up her side, so she finally sighed and glanced sideways at the taller man leaning on her. He stared straight ahead, his expression grim. “Why are you no longer Amon?” she blurted before she could stop herself. “You broke out. You could’ve easily become the leader of the Equalists again - I mean, if they would even have you after the lies you told. But instead you came to the bender gathering. What was your plan, without your bloodbending? Were you just gonna chi-block everyone to death??”

 

She knew she was pushing it, but the words came out of her mouth before she could control it. Noatak was silent for a long moment. A second glance at him revealed that he hadn’t even looked at her; just continued staring ahead as they made slow steps forward. His lack of communication was beginning to get more than frustrating. “You know this whole not talking thing?? You think it’s cool or makes you mysterious, but it’s  not.  It’s  annoying.  So why don’t you stop being a grumpy old man and just  talk  to me? I touched your hand. I  saved your life. You owe me that much.”

 

Another rare bark of a laugh. “An old man… and a petulant child. Don’t we make quite the team…”

 

Korra’s cheeks burned. “I am not a child!” she protested. For some reason, her anger at his words stemmed from her womanhood… not her maturity. Did he really look at her as a child? Something unattractive, undesirable? 

 

The thought confused and made Korra so unfocused that she tripped over a rock she hadn’t noticed in the dim light and they both went sprawling. Her back hit the ground and Amon - ugh, Noatak - fell atop her with a pained grunt. His weight on her made her injury ache, and she was sure he didn’t feel any better - but they both froze in place, regardless. In a short time Korra had gone from refusing to look at him, to talking to him, to touching his hand, to saving his life, to practically carrying him… and now this. Their faces were inches apart; Noatak’s hair hung around them like a private little curtain, hiding their shock from the rest of the world. Blue met blue and Korra felt like she couldn’t breathe… and not because of the pressure on her lungs. 

 

Equally confusing was the look on Noatak’s face. He seemed as surprised and winded as she was; not contorted in pain or irritation. It might’ve been the most innocent expression she’d ever seen on the hardened criminal, and she suddenly had a hard time looking at him as anything other than… a man.

 

“I’m not a child,” she finally said, finding her voice. Korra cleared her throat nervously. “I’m a woman.”

 

He didn’t respond. Only stared. Korra squirmed a little under him, wondering if he was just too shocked to move. A small part of her perhaps hoped he wasn’t moving because he didn’t  want to, and she banished the thought immediately. This was insane. This whole situation was insane. If she ever tried to tell any of her friends this story, she doubted they’d believe her. 

 

A grunt broke her from her thoughts and she came to the present to see Amon - stop it Korra,  Noatak -  using his good arm to lift his weight off of her. It was only due to his sheer muscle, willpower and grace that he managed to pull himself off of her and plop down on the ground with half of his body pretty much out of commission. Korra sat up, suddenly aware of how much the absence of his heat stung. It was getting colder and colder; both the season and the depth of the tunnels contributed to that. “It’s freezing,” she muttered, trying to dissipate the tension between them. 

 

She heard a small sigh from beside her. “Yes.”

 

Korra glanced at him, ashamed of how her eyes lingered. “You’ll be fine. You’re wearing that lame Equalist getup.”

 

“It won’t be enough.” There was an edge to his voice that she couldn’t decipher. Before she could question it, he said, “we should get a little farther along before we stop.”

 

“Why’re you making the orders when I’m the one doing the work?” Korra grumbled while getting to her feet. Stopping briefly and clutching her side to ease the pain, she desperately wished she had access to her bending. She wouldn’t even  be  in this dumb situation if she did. Grabbing Noatak and helping him up, Korra slung his arm over her shoulders and continued down the path. At least the downward slope had eased up at this point and they were no longer descending any deeper under the water, thankfully. 

 

The mushrooms grew thicker, brighter, and more numerous the further they went. Soon enough the caves were fully lit with their spiritesque azure glow. “You know, it really does remind me of the spirits,” Korra murmured. “I feel a change in the air, too.”

 

Noatak didn’t respond, merely continued examining their surroundings as they walked. 

 

Finally it became too much for Korra and she nearly collapsed, barely able to set Noatak down on the ground before plopping down tiredly herself. “I hate how weak I feel,” she grumbled, laying back in the dirt and staring up at the mushrooms on the ceiling above. “I don’t just mean right now, either.”

 

She wasn’t sure if she was talking to Noatak or herself. She supposed it didn’t really matter. Korra felt Noatak lay on his back beside her with a few inches to separate them. The longer she laid there, the more Korra could feel the cold seeping in. She knew it would be better to keep moving, to put out heat to keep herself warm, but she simply couldn’t muster up the strength to carry them both anymore. Despite the small space between them Korra could feel the man beside her shiver. A part of her was genuinely afraid she would freeze to death here without her bending. But she had to rest; she had no choice in the matter. 

 

Noatak’s voice broke her from her worries; but what he said instilled even more anxiety. “We’ll need to keep warm or it’ll spell trouble for our injuries.”

 

“And how do you suggest we do that?” she mumbled.

 

He hesitated; uncharacteristic of him. The more the silence dragged on, the more Korra’s heart hammered in her chest. He wasn’t going to suggest…?

 

And why did a small part of her feel a little eager at the prospect?

 

“Body heat,” he finally said through gritted teeth. “Unfortunately, we are going to have to share it.”

 

“You know I’ve had boyfriends before, right?” Korra found herself growling before she could stop herself. “I’m not some gross catgator or something! Plenty of people would love the idea of getting close to me.”

 

Noatak’s gaze shifted sideways to look at her. The judgment in those cold eyes brought an embarrassed blush to Korra’s cheeks. “W-Well, it’s true! We may be enemies but you don’t have to insult me like that.”

 

A small breath left him. Korra couldn’t be sure if it was a sigh or just a struggle to breathe due to the nature of his injuries, but she turned her eyes back to the mushrooms above and tried to fight down her embarrassment. Only the shifting of his body beside her drew her attention back to him. Noatak painstakingly scooted closer to her until they were laying side by side, their arms and legs pressed against each other. She could feel the heat radiating off of his side and desperately wished for more, because the rest of her body suddenly felt like an icicle. “Maybe… we could sleep back to back, and that would help us share body heat better,” she suggested tentatively.

 

Noatak grunted. “I… cannot lay on my left side.”

 

Korra wanted to smack herself. Of course he couldn’t; his injuries were extremely debilitating and pressure on it would only make things worse. Biting down on her lip, she said quietly, “then I guess we’ll have to sleep face to face.”

 

Silence. It extended until Korra wanted to punch herself for being so naive and stupid. But finally she felt shifting once more and Noatak slowly turned so that he was laying on his right side, directly facing her. She could see the scruff on his chin, the wild nature of his dark hair, the ice in his eyes. A sharp nose, strong cheekbones, sculpted chin. Dark brows over slightly slanted eyes. His skin was much lighter than a typical water tribe member, lighter even than his brother’s. 

 

Tarrlok…

 

Korra shifted to face him; the pain in her side spiked for a moment but it wasn’t too uncomfortable. “The officer who told us you escaped also told us your brother escaped, too,” she said quietly. “I’m assuming you broke him out. That was what you wanted all along, after all.”

 

“Yes,” he answered, his expression blank.

 

“Where is he now?”

 

“Safe.”

 

Korra’s brows furrowed. “He’s a criminal. You can’t expect us to just let him go. He’s going back. You are too.”

 

Noatak didn’t answer. Korra knew she wouldn’t get any more explanations out of him. It would be useless asking him how he broke out or even why. He was an enigma and he would only divulge answers if he wanted to - of his own accord. Korra’s mind wandered and she found herself thinking of home. “I miss my mom’s sea prune stew,” she mumbled, sighing dreamily as she thought of how it would warm her belly right about now. “I like the air temple food but I always miss water tribe grub. Surprisingly hard to find in Republic City.”

 

Noatak’s voice drew her gaze to him. His expression seemed far-away, like he was also remembering something from the past. “My mother would make little sausages from puffin seals. My father hated it - forbade her to waste time on it when she should be making stew instead - but she always snuck a few for Tarrlok and me.”

 

Korra was taken aback by the new information - more so the intimacy of it. It was a part of Noatak’s past - not Amon’s - and it was a little detail that made him more and more… well,  human.  She wasn’t sure how to feel about it, especially when he was so close to her that she could practically feel his breath on her chin. Korra also noticed that the shivers had almost completely dissipated. Her back was still chilly, but her front had become fairly warm thanks to Noatak’s body heat. A part of her was grateful to him, but the other part quickly reminded her that she was only down here  because of him. “Why did you lead me down here?” she asked. “Why didn’t you try to catch the bloodbender? Or take down the Equalists he gave bending to?”

 

Noatak didn’t answer. Korra sighed irritably but wasn’t surprised. Settling her arm under her head as a pillow, she closed her eyes, trying to get some rest. It was difficult - partly because she didn’t trust the man laying across from her, and partly because her body seemed restless  because he was laying across from her. 

 

But eventually her eyes closed and restless sleep overtook her.

 

Korra wasn’t sure how long it had been since she’d fallen asleep, but when she drowsily awoke she was met with quite the surprise.

 

When she’d gone to sleep, she’d been laying across from Noatak, barely keeping close enough to avoid freezing while keeping their distance as much as possible. Now Korra laid frozen in place as shock (and a little something else) palpitated her heart. She was much closer to him now, and could feel heat surrounding her - because she was curled against his chest, and his injured arm was carefully draped over her. She could feel his chin atop her head, his slow labored breaths stirring her pony-tail. Korra found herself trembling against him, and not because of the cold.  How did this happen?  And why did she  like it? 

 

 No,   Korra thought, feeling incredibly guilty.  You can’t like this. He’s the enemy. You’re the Avatar. Remember your goal, remember why you’re here, and remember what you’re supposed to do.  

 

Slowly shifting out of his grasp, Korra backed up into her previous spot - close enough for body heat, far enough to avoid any sort of intimacy - and closed her eyes once more, hoping against hope that she would awake in her own bed and this was all a dream.
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   Part Twelve 








 “The Avatar has fallen in love with her worst enemy…” Amon taunted, white mask glowing ominously in the shadows. “How   pitiful.” 

 

 Korra snarled, feeling panicked as he backed her into a corner like a wild animal. “You’re delusional if you think I’d ever fall in love with a monster like   you!” 

 


   “You’ve been fooled, Avatar Korra. If you think I’ve changed, you’re the delusional one.”  


 


   Korra felt the darkness creeping further and further in until she was surrounded by it. Just darkness, and that white mask. This dream was very similar to the ones she  always had of Amon. Korra tried to escape - spouted fire and gusts of wind at him - but he easily dodged them all and grabbed her arms. Korra sank down, powerless and sobbing as he loomed over her, staring down at her with those cold eyes.  


 


   Then he pressed his thumb to her forehead, and all went black. 


 

Korra awoke with a yell, covered in cold sweat. When she opened her eyes she found not the white mask, but Noatak’s face. His eyes opened upon hearing her and those icy blue eyes terrified Korra, deep in her bones. She yanked herself up, ignoring the pain in her side, and scrambled away from him. Anywhere but near him. Away. Always away. He was the monster who took her greatest joy from her and now he was going to do it again -

 

“You were dreaming,” Amon said, lying still on the ground but peering at her perceptively. “Of me.”

 

Korra tried to catch her breath and clear the last remnants of her nightmare from her mind. But all she could see for several minutes was that white mask, the looming shadows, the thumb that took everything from her. “Stay AWAY!” she yelled, pressing back against the wall as if trying to sink into it and disappear. 

 

She didn’t hear anything else from him as she fought to regain control of all her senses. After several minutes Korra’s breathing finally evened out and she could see with clear eyes. She was surrounded by glowing mushrooms and Noatak was lying in the same spot, just watching her. “A nightmare,” she said weakly, fighting back tears.

 

“Of when I took your bending.”

 

Korra glared. “How can you just say it like that???”

 

“Because it’s true.”

 

Korra leaned off the wall and crossed her legs in her sitting position, avoiding Noatak’s gaze. “They’re not as frequent as they used to be,” she murmured. “But they’re still terrifying.”

 

Noatak was silent. Finally he sat up, biting back groans of pain, and carefully got up on his good leg, using the cave wall as support. The feat was impressive considering his injuries were nowhere near close to healing, but Korra couldn’t seem to focus on anything other than the fear that still raced through her veins. The images in her nightmares were nearly impossible to shake - probably because it had actually happened. The memories of how powerless she’d felt in that moment came rushing back full force and Korra found herself feeling angry all over again. Standing up, she began moving forward through the tunnel without even bothering to assist Noatak.

 

She heard his grunts of effort as he braced against the wall and made slow steps behind her. The more she heard, the more Korra berated herself for the guilt she was feeling. He was a monster. She owed him nothing. He deserved his fate.

 

But Aang had shown mercy to men like Noatak. Aang had spared the life of the Fire Nation’s tyrant, simply taking his bending instead. Hadn’t Roku done the same? And many other Avatars before him? Korra rubbed her temples and stopped, waiting for Noatak to catch up. Once he did, she ground her teeth irritably and slung his good arm around her, helping him along. 

 


 

“You’ve grown.”

 

Noatak’s voice broke the silence and Korra was surprised by his words. He’d spent so much time belittling and lecturing her that she’d thought he was incapable of praise. She glanced over at him as they walked. He stared straight ahead, his expression blank. “I… what do you mean?” she asked, finally finding her voice.

 

“I mean exactly what I said.” 

 

Korra growled in frustration as the pair ventured deeper and deeper into the tunnels. The further they went, the more strange flora they found; but Korra was too preoccupied with their conversation to take much notice. “Here we go again… can you please, for ONCE, just give me a straight answer?”

 

A grunt. She looked at Noatak to see his lips quirked slightly in amusement. “You’ve not only spared me… you’ve helped me. After what I’ve done to you.”

 

Korra’s expression softened immediately and she faltered in her steps. “Is… is that regret I hear?” she asked, a brow arching.

 

He didn’t answer. Korra didn’t really need one, however; the more she was around him, the more she found his silence to be increasingly telling.  Yes, there was regret. And if Noatak regretted taking her bending, maybe he really had changed, at least to an extent. 

 

And Korra didn’t know what to do or how to feel about that knowledge. 

 

“I wonder if Mako, Bolin and Asami figured out where I’ve gone yet,” Korra mused aloud, trying to change the topic. “I bet they’re getting Bolin to use his earthbending to dig into the tunnel right now.”

 

“If they were, we would hear it,” Noatak replied evenly. “We are alone.”

 

“How are you so certain??” Korra demanded, nostrils flaring with irritation. “Did you  plan this or something??”

 

“Not exactly.”

 

“Not  exactly?  What is  that supposed to mean?!”

 

“I did not plan for us to be trapped down here, or for our injuries.”

 

Korra was utterly flabbergasted by the straight-forward way Noatak was admitting to basically planning their little chase. He’d obviously meant to lead her into the tunnels, away from the meeting - but for what? He couldn’t possibly agree with the bloodbender or their goals, so why had he challenged Korra instead of wrecking the benders’ gathering? As they rounded a corner, Korra opened her mouth to question him again - to demand answers under the threat of injury this time - when they both stopped short at the sight before them.

 

It was unlike anything Korra had ever seen. The tunnels split off just before the dead end of the one they were in - but at the back of the tunnel was a large cavern… and in that large cavern was a small lake that glowed the same blue as all the mushrooms and other strange plants they’d seen. Releasing her grasp on Noatak, Korra left him behind and immediately raced for the water, filled with relief at the concept of finally quenching her increasing thirst. She was hungry, too, but her dehydration was a much more urgent issue. “Wait,” she heard Noatak command from behind her and it was only sheer bewilderment that stopped her in her tracks.

 

Korra looked back at him with narrowed eyes.  “Why?” she demanded.

 

“We do not know what that is.” He leaned on the wall, taking a few painful limps in her direction. “I doubt that is ‘just’ water.”

 

He had a good point, but Korra’s thirst was winning the battle. Still she hesitated, licking her lips. “What do you suggest then, oh great and powerful leader??”

 

“Let me touch it first.”

 

“I’ve been doing  all the work and you want to drink first?!” Korra hissed, nostrils flaring.

 

“It could be  dangerous.” 

 

Those words dissipated Korra’s anger immediately. He was insisting that he go first in order to protect her from potential danger, and once again that strange, pleasant queasy feeling turned her stomach. Pain raced up her side and she winced, glad for the distraction from her confusing feelings. “Fine,” she conceded quietly, fighting back a blush. Korra approached Noatak and helped him off the wall, guiding him to the edge of the glowing lake and trying not to get distracted by the way the blue lights bounced off of his skin or lit up his icy eyes. 

 

Gently she helped him sit at the edge of the water and took a step back, watching with slight jealousy as he painstakingly leaned in. He made no noises but Korra could see the way his body trembled with pain. His injuries didn’t look good at all. She desperately wished she had her bending back so she could heal them.

 

And that thought stopped her in her tracks. Why the hell would she want to heal the man who took her bending? Who took the bending of so many others, like Chief Beifong? But after a moment of thought Korra was once again reminded that the man before her wasn’t quite the same as the ominous and cruel leader of the Equalists. He was currently putting his own life in danger to spare hers. He’d given her solid advice and helped her grow into a more mature and thoughtful Avatar - all from a jail cell. And he was human, after all. 

 

Human.

 

Korra wasn’t sure what she’d expected when Noatak reached slowly toward the water. Perhaps she thought it would shimmer, or that he would quench his thirst, or maybe he’d even start to glow just like the lake. 

 

What she hadn’t expected was for the lake to be made of something that definitely wasn’t water. It slipped through his fingers like mist. Noatak let out a low hum as he waved his fingers through the shimmering blue substance; Korra’s eyes widened as she saw the glow begin to crawl up his arm like slithering snakes.

 

Within moments it surrounded him, and Noatak was on the ground, raw yells escaping his throat while his body spasmed and writhed.
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  Korra stood frozen in horror for several moments before her feet were finally able to move and she rushed forward to his side; but when she crouched and reached out to grab him, Noatak viciously elbowed her out of the way with such force that it knocked her back on her bottom. “Hey! What the -” she began, but paused mid-sentence to watch as something akin to a snake or an eel circled its way around Noatak’s body, the blue glow seeming to set into his bones.


 


  Then the glow slowly disappeared and he went still.


 


  Getting to her knees, Korra crawled over to Noatak’s body and she hovered over him. His eyes were closed, his chest rose and fell with even breaths. He was alive. Then a gasp left her as her eyes roamed his body. 


 


  
    His injuries were gone.
  


 


  So this mist healed all injuries, huh? The ache in her side told her that touching this stuff would be a really good idea right about now. Korra nudged Noatak’s shoulder slightly to see if he would stir before turning her gaze to the pool of blue mist. Shifting over to it, she reached out for it -


 


  Something grabbed her ankle and she let out a yelp before looking back to see Noatak staring at her. He hadn’t moved except for the hand that now held her ankle in a vice-like grip. “What the hell is your problem?! That stuff healed you. You don’t like the idea of me at full strength? You’ve got another thing coming, pal - you better let go or I’ll 
  
    make 
  
  you let go.”


 


  
    “Don’t touch it.”
  


 


  His voice was so firm that Korra hesitated. It was times like this that she really wished she understood the person behind her and his motives. Was he trying to warn her? Or was this some ploy to give him the power between them? To force her to depend on him instead? 


 


  Her lips pursed. “Give me one good reason.”


 


  He opened his mouth to answer then clamped it shut, looking almost pained. Korra sat up as his grip on her ankle loosened; and for some reason she herself couldn’t figure out, she crawled toward him instead of the water. “What did it do to you?” She asked, peering down at him.


 


  Noatak shifted to sit up; the movement was so sudden that their faces came very close together before Korra had time to move back. She could see the age lines on his face now. Years of experience… years of pain. Korra had centuries’ worth of memories locked in her head, but they weren’t her own. Noatak’s experiences had made him the thing he was now… the pain he’d endured had morphed him from boy to monster. 


 


  Korra felt pity instead of anger. Her gaze softened as she watched him recede into his own mind, unable or unwilling to answer her. Perhaps the mist had had a terrible effect on him; but that was difficult to believe considering his body looked good as new. The skin under his torn clothing looked as fresh as a teenager’s. 


 


  But his face… his eyes were haunted and far away, and dehydration made him look slightly gaunt. Before she could stop herself or even react, Korra’s hand reached out of its own accord and brushed a lock of dark hair away from Noatak’s face. When his icy eyes darted to her face Korra suddenly realized what she’d done and her hand froze in mid-air, as if afraid to move at all.


 


  But Noatak simply stared at her. Trying to defuse the tension between them and break him from his infuriating silence, Korra snapped, “ya know, if you’d just answer my questions instead of playing the quiet game, I wouldn’t get bored enough to do that!”


 


  He stiffened up slightly, but Korra wasn’t sure she was the reason for it. 
  
    “No,” 
  
  he ground out.


 


  Korra’s temper flared. Hands clenching into fists, she got to her feet without wasting a moment; but Noatak was faster. His swift movements confirmed that the mist had healed his body to perfection; he was pure grace and agility as he leapt to his feet, cartwheeled around her, and put himself between her and the blue lake.


 


  “If you won’t give me any answers then I’m going in that water!!” She growled, bracing herself for hand to hand combat despite her own injuries.


 


  But it quickly became clear that her injuries had debilitated her fighting prowess and she was no match for Noatak at his best. Maybe not even at his worst. Still, she wasn’t going to give up. And this time there was no bending to cause any more cave-ins, so Korra let loose on Noatak, giving him every ounce of fury she had in her. 


 


  Until finally he got the best of her and made a precise blow to the back of her head, and everything went black.


 


 


  For once, Korra’s sleep wasn’t plagued by nightmares. Instead her dreams were occupied by a pleasant blue light, reminiscent of water. Flowing in circles like the koi spirits of the moon around her head. She thought maybe she even saw glimpses of the past Avatars, coming to touch her, offer her wisdom. 
  
    “What do I do? About the bloodbender, about Noatak, about this spirit well we found?”
  


 


  But she’d received no answer.


 


  When Korra’s eyes opened, she found another face right in front of hers and she froze. Noatak laid right next to her, presumably for warmth; his eyes were closed and his breathing was slightly ragged, but his injuries were still gone. Recalling the fight they’d had and how he’d knocked her out to prevent her from reaching the well, Korra’s brows furrowed angrily and her impulse was to punch him right in his stupid handsome face -


 


  And that train of thought stopped her in her tracks. Goosebumps prickled her skin. Though she didn’t want to admit it, Korra had to relent and accept the fact that somehow, she was attracted to Noatak. Perhaps it was partially the reason for all her frustration. She’d never tell him though - it was her own dirty secret to take to the grave. 


 


  The bigger question was, if he was her enemy again, why was he lying next to her to keep her warm? As Korra sat up, she noticed two things - first, she didn’t seem as dehydrated as before, and second… she felt no pain. At all. Looking down, she could see the torn clothing on her side, but no cuts, no bruises, nothing. 


 


  
    How…?
  


 


  Korra’s first thought was that somehow she’d reached the mist, or that he’d relented and taken her into the mist to heal her. She didn’t feel any sort of spiritual energy, though; a quick test of her bending revealed that it hadn’t come back yet, but she could feel a small tingle. It wouldn’t be long now, hopefully.


 


  If she had managed to reach the mist, however, wouldn’t she feel different? Because she didn’t. Noatak on the other hand had been acting rather strangely. Even more cryptic than usual. Refusing to tell her what the mist did to him, or why she shouldn’t go near it. A part of her wondered if he had done it to protect her… another part of her still thought that maybe he just wanted the upper hand. It was impossible to tell his motives. Whether he was still a villain or just a man trying to move forward from his past.


 


  The whirlwind of thoughts had Korra feeling dizzy and she finally laid back down, staring at the glowing weeds hanging from the ceiling of the cave. The mist continued to waft around in the giant lake formation it was in, still seeming to beckon her toward it. Almost as if it had a voice. When Noatak had mentioned the spiritual nature of this place, she’d taken it with a grain of salt - but now she was sensing the spirit world more and more. 


 


  She sat up again. A glance down at Noatak told her he was wide awake and had been staring at her, possibly the entire time. “What happened?” she asked, brows furrowed.


 


  “You attacked me, so I rendered you unconscious.”


 


  “I attacked you because you wouldn’t let me near the healing mist!” Korra countered, frustrated. “What is so bad about it?!”


 


  “… it is dangerous.”


 


  
    “Why??” 
  
  Frustration laced her voice - but also concern. A genuine question. “What… what’s so bad about it?”


 


  Noatak still remained frustratingly silent on the issue. Korra tried to search his face for any clues; he may as well have been wearing his old mask. “Is it that you won’t tell me… or you can’t?” 


 


  His cool blue eyes suddenly lifted to meet her gaze and Korra was struck by the intensity of them, even though his expression hadn’t changed. Korra wasn’t sure how she knew now, but she did: 
  
    the mist was indeed dangerous.
  


 


  A prickle of fear raced down her spine. Noatak had truly saved her from it, then. Korra wasn’t sure what to think about that selfless act. He was her enemy. He’d taken her bending and so many others’. 
  
    Could people change? Find redemption?
  


 


  Korra suddenly glanced down at her body, a hand touching her side. “If you didn’t take me to the mist… how are my injuries gone??”


 


  Noatak turned his head away, mouth clamping shut once more. This time he was just 
  
    refusing 
  
  to tell her. Korra’s brows furrowed. “The silent treatment again?!”


 


  Then a sudden thought popped into her head but it was too ludicrous to consider. But the more it persisted, the faster her heart hammered and the more she could feel lead in her stomach. 


 


  Had Noatak… 
  
    gotten his bending back?
  


 


  Korra’s body acted on instinct and she scrambled backwards until she hit the cave wall. Her breaths came in harsh pants as her lungs fought for air and her whole body went cold. Her bones filled with cement and she found herself incapable of moving. 


 


  
    His bending was back. And if he took hers away this time, it was gone. Forever. 
  


 


  
    What was the Avatar without her bending?
  


 


  Somehow Noatak’s own words permeated the gaze of terror in her brain. Words he’d said from the other side of a jail cell. Chastising her. 
  
    “If you think your bending is the only source of your strength… then you have learned nothing, Avatar Korra.”
  


 


  Something about it was slightly soothing now. She had learned a lot since then, or at least she liked to think she did. Her bending was her strength. But she could learn other ways to be strong. Diplomacy. Planning and strategy. Still… she’d be a hollow shell without her bending. 


 


  When Noatak looked at her again, Korra shrunk back into the wall once more. His eyes were dark, his lips pressed into a grim line. She half expected him to taunt her before he closed in on her to finish the job. 


 


  But he didn’t. In fact, he almost looked… guilty. Another realization struck and Korra really wasn’t sure how to feel. Her injuries were gone. She could still feel the spark of bending… it wasn’t permanently gone. If Noatak had indeed gotten his bending back… he had the chance all night long to take away her powers. But he hadn’t. 




In fact… 
  
    he had used his bending to heal her.
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    Part Fourteen
  









  Korra sat rigid, silent and stunned speechless. For the first time in her life, she didn’t know what to say or what to think. She had no quips, no outbursts, no snappy comebacks or comments; not even any questions.


 


  Well, she had about a million of those, but she couldn’t even begin to decide where to start asking them.


 


  “So you’ve realized what happened in that mist.” His voice was flat. Dead. Like Amon’s voice had been. A shudder ran down Korra’s spine.


 


  “But I… how could it have…” she babbled, mouth gaping like a fish. She probably looked stupid. Childish. But she couldn’t unscramble her brain enough to fix it. “A-And why didn’t you…”


 


  Noatak sat up slowly. Korra could see now how pale he was. How his lips were cracked from dehydration. “What good would it do to take your bending?” His eyes shifted to the ground beneath him. “When you are the person best suited to stopping this bloodbender from forcing his ‘gift’ on more innocent people.” Noatak’s gaze flickered up to her face and she could see how aware he was, despite looking like he was on the verge of fainting. “I heard the murmurings of the police. Of how people who’d had their bending returned to them… they became violent. More violent than usual. Targeting Equalists, anyone who stood in their way. This isn’t just a war between benders and nonbenders. This is chaos. And I believe that bloodbender - more specifically his ‘gift’ - is responsible for it.”


 


  Korra squinted, trying her best to sort her thoughts enough to fully analyze what he said. “Wait… how do you know so much?” she asked, suspicion lacing her voice. “You couldn’t have heard that much information from the police… you seem really sure for someone that just did a lot of guesswork with only a little proof.”


 


  His lips pursed. Korra had grown used to his cryptic conversation by now but was still annoyed. Another question moved from the back of her mind and she blurted, “how did you use waterbending to heal me without using any water? If you’d pulled it from outside the tunnels we’d be drowning right now.”


 


  Noatak’s expression darkened. Korra finally put two and two together. “You used your own body fluids, didn’t you? Your sweat?” Her voice rose a little, trembling. “So not only did you 
  
    not 
  
  take my bending, you 
  
    healed 
  
  me - and put yourself in danger to do that?? Do you realize how absurd that is? If I were to tell anyone that, they’d look me in the eye and laugh.”


 


  “Is there a question somewhere in your angry babble…?”


 


  Korra grit her teeth. “Yes, in fact. My question is, 
  
    WHY?”
  


 


  A grunt left him and his lips curled into a hint of a smile. “Why, indeed.”


 


  Korra’s anger lowered to a simmer and she slouched against the wall, pulling her knees to her chest. That same strange feeling turned her stomach again, and Korra tried to make sense of his motives… and whether her own feelings were causing her to misinterpret them. “I-It’s… it’s because I need to stop the bloodbender, right?” she questioned, her voice somewhat soft. “That’s… that’s why you did it?”


 


  Silence. It stretched on until Korra started to get to her feet, stopped only by his words. “Yes.” Noatak’s jaw became rigid and Korra could see the tension in his body. “That’s why.”


 


  She hated how much his response disappointed her. It was stupid, stupid, 
  
    stupid 
  
  of her to want him to 
  
    like 
  
  her. They’d once been enemies. He’d done something to her many people would consider unforgivable. She’d tried time and time again to tell herself that she forgave Noatak because that’s what Aang would do. He taught and practiced pacifism and peace. No doubt he’d be proud of her for moving on for the greater good of the city.


 


  But that simply wasn’t the whole reason, and she knew it. She was attracted to him, she knew that much, but there was something about his presence and his words that, while he infuriated her with his riddles, he’d played a big part in getting her to answer things for herself and draw her own conclusions. In a weird, messed up way, he’d become a sort of mentor to her in a way Tenzin never had been. And Korra came to the sudden conclusion that, when all of this was over, she would… she’d miss Noatak. At least a part of her would. 


 


  That is, if he managed to escape again.


 


  And Korra wasn’t even totally sure she should stop him. 


 


  “Great.” Her voice was clipped as she stood up and brushed off the dirt. “So if that mist is so bad, why don’t we destroy it? You could use your water bending and flood the tunnels. We could get out and get to the surface.” Korra looked away with a sullen expression. “Then you can just escape. I won’t even stop you. You’ll never have to see me again.”


 


  A gravelly chuckle brought her eyes up from the ground. Noatak had a glint in his eye that Korra once would have considered predatory - but now, she felt like prey in a different sense of the word… and a shiver of excitement rippled down her spine. Noatak stood up as well and managed to make it look graceful despite his dehydration. His tongue ran over his lips and Korra found the motion to be strangely entrancing, unable to tear her eyes from his mouth. Even with his lips dry and slightly cracked, she couldn’t help but wonder what they would feel like.


 


  And berated herself for the thought. But she couldn’t seem to move until she knew how he was going to respond. “I thought we were past 
  
    whining… Korra.”
  


 


  The usage of her name sent another shiver through her. Her tanned cheeks flushed with heat and she scowled. “I - I wasn’t 
  
    whining!” 
  
  she countered.


 


  “It sounds like you are reluctant to part ways.”


 


  “I… 
  
    no!” 
  
  Korra found herself backpedaling in the conversation. “I can’t wait to get out of here. Back to my friends. Back to trying to help the city. Being trapped down here with you has been 
  
    miserable.”
  


 


  Noatak seemed to ignore her last statement, instead looking around at the cave walls surrounding them, and then at the large lake of mysterious mist. “It’s almost a shame to get rid of it,” he said pensively, a hand coming up to rub at the stubble on his chin. “What a sight.”


 


  Korra followed his gaze. When she looked at the mist, she was curious as to how it got there and the exact nature of it; but she was also filled with apprehension. Noatak had proven that he wasn’t lying when he’d said the mist was dangerous. And he’d mentioned his suspicion that the bloodbender’s ability somehow came from this very well. But how? Korra cleared her throat. “Maybe we should… wait. Figure out what exactly it is before we just destroy it…”


 


  “I know what it is.” 


 


  That was the first time he’d divulged any sort of information on the subject. Korra leaned his direction, interested. “And?”


 


  “We should destroy it.”


 


  Korra huffed. “What the heck is so bad about it?! It gave you your bending back!”


 


  Noatak’s gaze hardened so much that Korra balked. “Were you not listening at all when I was explaining this earlier? Or have you just decided that my advice is worth nothing to you now?”


 


  “I…” Korra bit her lip. Taking a breath and letting it out, she focused herself and opened her mind to listen. 
  
    Really 
  
  listen. “Okay. Go over it again.”


 


  “I believe this bloodbender received their ability from this very well. It has given people their bending back, yes - but it’s also made them violent. Chaotic. The reason your city is on fire is not simply because of the war between the benders and nonbenders - it is because this well has affected each and every person that’s been exposed to it. It runs in their blood. Changes them. Their bending becomes a way to destroy.” A bitter smile curled his lips. “A nonbender’s worst nightmare.”


 


  Korra tilted her head, frowning. “The mist touched you… and you don’t seem violent.”


 


  “That doesn’t mean I don’t feel the pull toward violence.”


 


  His answer took Korra aback and she instinctively got into a defensive stance, prepared for any attack. If he was going to get nasty, so would she, even if it did cost her her bending. 


 


  Though, if he’d really wanted to do that, he could've done it several times over by now.


 


  “I have a very strong will.” Noatak’s expression was dark. “And ways of… restraining myself.”


 


  Korra was dumbfounded. Surely he couldn’t mean he was bloodbending himself? Was that even possible? Maybe it was - several other seemingly impossible things had happened lately, so this wasn’t so far-fetched. 


 


  The question was, could she trust him and what he was saying? Could she trust that this mist was dangerous and destroy the pool, possibly taking out the entire cave system with it? Without thinking, Korra sat down in the dirt, crossing her legs and putting her fists together in her lap. Her eyes closed and she did her best to follow Tenzin’s teachings on meditation. It had certainly never been her strong suit, but she needed to think clearly before she made a decision. What would Aang do? What would Roku or Kyoshi or Kuruk or Yangchen do?


 


  Another thought occurred to her during her meditation. She heard nothing. Felt no tremors. Which meant Noatak was waiting on her before he destroyed the well. 


 


  Which meant he valued her opinion. Maybe even that he… 
  
    cared?
  


 


  As Korra sat in meditation, she felt a bright spark. That spark increased in intensity until a joyful warmth washed over her, filling her to the brim with something she’d sorely been lacking over the past few days. 


 


  
    Her bending.
  


 


  She jumped up, launched flames toward the ceiling, and did a few air blasts to celebrate, cheering. “My bending! It’s back!” she gleefully yelled. Finally settling down, she looked over to see Noatak peering at her in amusement with his arms folded over his chest. “You mad, pretty boy? Gonna try to take it again?” she taunted.


 


  He tilted his head. “Do you want me to try?” he asked in a low rumble, his voice lilting almost playfully.


 


  A grin curled Korra’s lips. “A part of me wants to try fighting you on equal footing again…” she straightened, the grin fading as she realized the tension in the air between them. It wasn’t that of enemies. Her expression softened. “Something… something’s changed between us… hasn’t it?”


 


  Noatak shifted slightly, refusing to answer. There was something in his expression that was hard to read but she was sure she hadn’t seen it before. Korra arched a brow. “Cat got your tongue?” She teased. She wasn’t sure where the sudden bravado came from, to poke fun at such a dangerous man, but it felt good - much more familiar than that queasy nervous feeling in her stomach.


 


  Noatak’s eyes narrowed and for a brief moment Korra wondered if she’d gone too far. He took steps toward her and her adrenaline spiked; she wasn’t sure if it was fear or excitement that raced through her veins as he loomed over her. Korra’s breath caught and she froze in place. “W-What are you doing?” She asked. 


 


  His lips quirked slightly. “I 
  
    do 
  
  still make you nervous,” he commented, amused. “But it’s a different kind of nervous now, isn’t it…?”


 


  Korra puffed up. “It is not!” she growled. “Let’s just… let’s just get out of here.”


 


  Noatak took a single step back, but the tension between them didn’t dissipate in the slightest. “Are you going to imprison me again… 
  
    Korra?”
  


 


  Her expression darkened. Guilt weighed heavy in her heart because she knew the answer to that almost immediately. “I’ve… I’ve got bigger fish to fry right now,” she mumbled, averting her gaze. “But make no mistake - when this is all over, I’ll be putting you right back where you belong… 
  
    Noatak.”
  


 


  His expression softened, amusement glinting in his eyes. “What a battle that will be.”


 


  After briefly discussing how they were going to go about things, the two positioned themselves. Noatak had refused to use his bending no matter how much Korra had argued with him; it appeared that he really 
  
    hadn’t 
  
  missed it, as he’d said before. It made her wonder just how desperate he was to keep her alive and healthy, if he’d used his bending to heal her…


 


  Getting into her stance and moving her arms in graceful, fluid motions, she began pulling the water from the bay outside the cave walls. First the water burst through a small hole in the earth, but as the pressure intensified, more and more water came flooding in. Korra and Noatak both greedily drank even as they bent the water free from the salt within it, purifying it as it went to their mouths. Once they had their fill, they gave one last lingering look at the well.


 


  When Noatak grabbed onto her, Korra felt a tingle of shock (and a little of something else) even though they’d discussed this very thing. It shouldn’t have been surprising. Maybe it wasn’t shock that coursed through her veins; it was liquid heat, as if she were bending fire through her own blood. Trying to ignore the tingles shooting through her trembling body as he held onto her waist, she propelled them through the cave wall and created a bubble around them as they shot through the water, heading rapidly toward the surface.


 


  And once they broke through, he let her go, and Korra was surprised at how disappointed she was at the lack of contact. Equally shocking was the weight in her stomach at the thought that she probably wouldn’t see him again. Turning to him, she saw Noatak had already moved to start swimming the other direction; but briefly he glanced back over his shoulder. His gaze lingered on her for several moments, jaw clenching as if he were going to say something…


 


  Then he swam away, leaving her to tread water alone.
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   Part Fifteen 



  

  



Korra had airbended all the water out of her clothes the moment she got to land, and her first mission was to  eat everything she could get her hands on. Her stomach was practically eating itself as she found her way to Air Temple island and was met with the relieved and tearful hugs of all the airbending kids; Ikki of course had a million questions and had to be escorted away by Jinora so Korra could eat in peace. Tenzin joined her at the table, looking both worried and relieved. 

 

“I am glad you’re safe,” he said, putting his hands on his knees and breathing a small sigh. “What exactly happened in those caves??”

 

Korra had been stuffing her mouth with rice and vegetables from the moment they’d been laid out for her. It took her a moment to finish chewing and she was grateful for the delay, because frankly, she had no idea what to tell him. Since Tenzin was her mentor, she should tell him everything, right? She knew exactly what he’d say about her situation with Noatak, and if she told Tenzin she let him go…

 

Swallowing a large mouthful, Korra set down her bowl of rice and frowned at the table. She began divulging the tale, being careful to leave out any of her personal feelings toward Noatak or any of the deep conversations they’d had. She  did tell Tenzin how they’d worked together, however, and that information caused the airbending master’s bushy brows to furrow in both pensiveness and concern. “You worked with Amon? He didn’t attack you or try to take your bending?” His hand went to his beard. “That is interesting news… go on.”

 

Next came the part about the large lake of mist. Tenzin’s expression darkened with each word, and by the time Korra finished, making sure to include Noatak’s theories and thoughts on the matter, his eyes were closed and he was tense, his hand paused mid-stroke of his beard. “I haven’t felt any spiritual presence at all. But Jinora has had a few nightmares lately… of a blue spirit, she said. I never thought I’d find myself saying this… but I believe Amon is right on this one. What he said adds up. I think the best course of action is to find this bloodbender as quickly as possible. You did the right thing, destroying that well.” He paused, squinting slightly at Korra and tilting her head. “But something else is troubling you. Whatever it is, I want you to know you can talk to me.”

 

Korra picked at her food, suddenly feeling nauseated. She’d been back and forth numerous times on her guilt concerning Noatak - her feelings toward him, what they’d experienced, and letting him get away. Korra had a strong feeling she really  couldn’t talk to Tenzin about it - or anyone else for that matter. They’d all reacted pretty badly when she told them she was just visiting him - she couldn’t imagine the backlash if she’d told him she’d saved his life, and vice versa. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she simply murmured, “he got away. I don’t know where he is now.”

 

“We’ve got more important matters to deal with, although we definitely don’t want to put off recapturing Amon,” Tenzin replied thoughtfully. “If he touched the mist… if he regained his bending… it’s shocking that he didn’t attempt to take yours again.”

 

Korra bit her lip. “He didn’t even try it. And he had plenty of opportunities to.” Hesitation laced her voice as she admitted, “in fact… he used his waterbending to heal my injuries. With his own sweat. He… he risked his life to help me.”

 

Tenzin’s brows furrowed again. “That is a strange development indeed… but I don’t want that to get into your head, Korra. He is still your enemy. He is still an Equalist, and still the man that wreaked havoc on this city.”

 

“I know, I know,” Korra replied with a roll of her eyes.

 

But she didn’t know. Not anymore.

 


 

Korra had no sooner finished her meal than Mako came bursting into the main temple of the air nomads, completely out of breath. It was clear he hadn’t expected Korra to be there, because as soon as he saw her, he rushed over to her and grabbed her shoulders as if making sure she wasn’t a hallucination. “Korra!” he exclaimed. “You’re… you’re okay?! When things went haywire at the benders’ meeting, I didn’t even realize you’d disappeared for a while - and the cave system was so fragile after the initial collapse that Chief Beifong forbade us from digging into it until we knew things were secure. It’s been crazy out here. I thought you’d gone after the bloodbender down there, but I caught a glimpse of them in the chaos and tried to go after them, but they escaped. Who did you follow down into the cave??”

 

Korra looked him over briefly as he rambled. Mako looked like he hadn’t slept since the ambush. He probably hadn’t. And the way he rushed into the building with no knowledge of Korra’s whereabouts told her that he had come here with urgent news about something else entirely. “Another time,” she said evasively. “What made you run here so fast? What’s going on?”

 

Mako paled. “... Right. Well,” he said uncomfortably, looking more distressed than she’d seen him in a long time, “Asami’s gone missing for a day or so now. I… I think she was kidnapped.”

 


 

Tenzin had to practically force both Mako and Korra to get a little rest before tackling all the problems at hand. Within a matter of a day and a half, they’d concocted all sorts of theories, asked around, interrogated anyone known to associate with the bloodbender, and did a lot of scouting themselves. During that time they’d gotten about two hours of sleep, and refused any more when Tenzin tried to convince them. Though Mako, Korra and Asami had had their share of confusion and awkwardness, what with Mako having been so indecisive about which one he wanted to date, they were all three still very close and they wouldn’t stop until Asami was safely returned to Team Avatar. Bolin helped with all their efforts, too. 

 

In fact, it was Bolin who’d gotten intel that one of the bloodbender’s hideouts lay in the warehouse district of Republic City, an underground cavern whose entrance was in one of the shipping containers more inland from the bay. Less than a day later Mako, Korra, and Bolin were in the warehouse district, expecting a fight and ready to take on anyone or anything to save Asami.

 

Finding the right container wasn’t difficult, and neither was uncovering the entrance that led underground. The trio carefully tread the tunnels, Mako leading the way with a flame for light and Bolin bringing up the rear. Being underground reminded Korra of her recent time spent with Noatak under Aang Memorial island. She had found herself thinking about that a lot over the past couple days, and guilt continued to swell in her chest over the fact that she’d let him go. He’d done terrible things and belonged in prison.

 

But she also couldn’t seem to shake the feeling that maybe letting him go, against her better judgment, was the right thing to do. 

 

“I see something,” Mako said, returning Korra’s attention to the present. She squinted and saw that the tunnel split, and on the right side there was light. 

 

“I say we follow the light,” Korra said.

 

“Yeah, probably a good idea,” Bolin agreed. “The left tunnel doesn’t look foreboding or creepy at all. Probably a sauna at the end!”

 

Korra stifled a snicker while Mako rolled his eyes in exasperation. The trio branched off to the right, following the light, and only a few minutes passed before they came upon something.

 

It was a cell, and in that cell was an Equalist.

 

Korra’s first instinct was to revel in the fact that these terrorists had finally met their match, but a whisper in her mind that sounded oddly like Aang told her to have some sympathy. And it wasn’t too hard after all; the man in the cell looked battered and lifeless. “Did the bloodbender give you bending, too?” Korra asked from the other side of the platinum bars. Probably a precaution to prevent new earthbenders from escaping.

 

“No…” the man croaked. “Not yet. They said… they said I was going to be… an example.”

 

“They? The bloodbender isn’t a guy?”

 

“I-I don’t know. They never show their face and their clothes are dark and baggy…”

 

Korra frowned. “Our friend Asami was kidnapped and we think she was taken here… where is she?”

 

“Asami Sato? Daughter of Hiroshi Sato?”

 

Mako came forward. “That’s her. Where is she??”

 

“I do not know…” the Equalist man murmured, earning a collective groan from the trio. Then he added, “but I did see her. So she is here.”

 

Korra’s expression softened. “Thank you,” she said, then began examining the cell. There was no way she or Bolin could bend the metal he was caged in, but perhaps there was a key somewhere. She didn’t like the Equalists, but it was her job as the Avatar to represent  all  of the people of Republic City, criminals or not. Whether she agreed or disagreed with them. “We will be back to free you. I promise.”

 

She had to admit she expected some sort of jaded response, or skepticism, but he seemed too tired to argue or even say anything. So the trio headed onward. Turned out the tunnel was dotted with cages exactly like the one they’d found the Equalist in. In it were other people; Equalists, former benders, regular citizens who’d never had bending. Korra promised each and every one of them that they would be rescued, but she was becoming increasingly frustrated with their lack of knowledge about Asami. They hadn’t found her yet and they’d been in these tunnels for an hour. 

 

Finally they came across another split in the tunnels. Both looked equally occupied judging from the sconces on the wall. “I’ll go this way, you two take the other one,” Korra said, heading into the tunnel on the left. This one was not occupied by cages, but there was a room with a metal door on the left side after about ten minutes of walking. Korra’s first instinct was to bust open the door and confront whoever was on the other side of it, but she didn’t want to alert any enemies stalking the tunnels. So she tested the door, finding it locked; after taking a pin from her hair and finagling with it, Korra got the door open with relatively little noise. All the times she’d snuck out of the White Lotus compound had paid off, apparently.

 

But the sight inside made her stop in her tracks, her mouth hanging open.

 


 

“Hello, Avatar, Korra,” Tarrlok said in his usual arrogant cadence, looking up from a book. “I must admit it’s a surprise to see you here.”

 

“I know the feeling,” Korra muttered, staring at him in shock. Finally gathering her wits about her, she continued, “ why are you here? Are you one of the bloodbender’s prisoners, too??”

 

“Not exactly.” Tarrlok closed his book, getting to his feet with natural grace only a waterbender could manage. “It’s actually rather unfortunate you happened upon me. This is a sort of… sanctuary the leader of the bending revolution has provided for me; and I must say… it’s rather rude to intrude, Avatar Korra.”

 

Korra squinted. What the hell was he talking about? Was he here  willingly? “How? How did you escape? How did you get here in the first place??”

 

Tarrlok’s lips curled into a half-smile, his eyes flashing. He looked quite well compared to his appearance when he was locked away; his hair was coiffed to perfection and his skin was no longer pallid. “That would be all thanks to my brother.”

 

Korra paled. Suddenly she recalled their conversations at his jail cell and how he’d wanted to speak to his brother… and then how he’d wanted Tarrlok’s freedom. He’d even admitted in the caves that he’d broken Tarrlok out when he escaped.

 

And if Tarrlok was willingly here, at the bloodbender’s base… then she could safely assume the bloodbender was a part of their escape. Perhaps even the coordinator of it. “Noatak made a deal with the bloodbender… didn’t he?” she asked softly.

 

“Noatak?” Tarrlok’s brow lifted in amusement. “No longer referring to him as Amon, are we? Just how...  close  have you gotten with him?”

 

Korra snarled. “We were trapped for several days beneath the memorial island,” she answered angrily. “There is a lot of stuff you don’t know about.”

 

“There is quite a bit  you’re in the dark about, Avatar Korra.” Tarrlok’s carefully polite tone cracked a little, revealing the simmering anger underneath. “Did my brother tell you why he was at the bending rally? Did he tell you why he goaded you into your little chase?”

 

Korra recalled another conversation she’d had with Noatak in the caves. He had admitted to purposely getting her to chase him. He hadn’t spared any other details at the time, which had been confusing - but seeing Tarrlok here, all the pieces of the puzzle began clicking together.

 

“You,” she murmured softly. “Everything he did. Teaming up with the bloodbender. Breaking out. Distracting me... It was all for  you.” 

 

“It seems my brother regretted his doings as Amon more than either of us thought,” Tarrlok said quaintly, seeming unbothered by their entire conversation. “He regretted it so much that he convinced our bloodbending friend to give me the ultimate gift.”

 

His eyes flashed. There was something in them, something cold and cruel that was reminiscent of his time as councilman. All of the horrible things he’d done, things that made him just as bad as Amon in her opinion. But the next events happened so fast she didn’t have time to react. 

 

Tarrlok pulled water from a large drinking jug near him and sent it straight at her. Sheer shock prevented Korra from getting out of the way and the water hit her full force, sending her flying out the door she’d entered and slamming back against something.

 

Korra and whatever she’d slammed into collapsed in a heap on the ground, and she tried to regain her senses, her vision going in and out of focus. As she clumsily clambered to her feet, her ears ringing, she realized that Tarrlok had waterbended her - and what she’d crashed into was  Noatak himself.  
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  Korra stared at Noatak as he got to his feet, so shocked by his presence that she didn’t dodge Tarrlok’s second attack in time. Noatak was quick on his feet, however, and diverted the water into the wall before it could hit Korra. “Noatak?” she questioned breathlessly. “Why are you - 
  
    what is going on?!”
  


 


  Noatak had no time to answer. He was racing into the room, dodging the water Tarrlok threw at him - until he stopped in his tracks, his body trembling. Korra could tell Tarrlok was bloodbending him - but 
  
    his own brother? Who’d betrayed his own beliefs for him?
  


 


  
    Why was Tarrlok doing this? And why was Noatak attacking him when he’d gone to such extreme lengths to help him?
  


 


  Korra didn’t exactly have time to host an interview, however; while Noatak took slow, unsteady steps forward, Korra earthbended a chunk out of the cave wall behind her and sent it right into Tarrlok’s middle, knocking the wind out of him and sending him sprawling. Noatak was then free to approach; he did so, quickly using chi blocking on all of his brother’s limbs to temporarily disconnect him from his bending. As Korra inched into the room, still on defense, she saw that Tarrlok was unconscious from the blow. 


 


  Noatak stood over him, staring down at him with a blank expression.


 


  “You wanna give me some answers?” Korra demanded, feeling fury burn in her chest. This was confusing as all hell and she had no idea what anyone’s intentions were or who to believe about anything anymore. And she was tired of the games. “What the hell are you doing? Why did you attack him when everything you’ve done was for him?? And 
  
    how could you make a deal with a bending fanatic?? 
  
  The leader of the Equalists, running errands for a bloodbending tyrant?? Do you realize how crazy that sounds?!”


 


  Noatak let out a breath. “I did do it all for him.” His voice was low; tinged with grief. “But I didn’t know that the mist… that it would… once I realized what the mist really was, I knew I had to stop my brother. It’s poisoned him, just as it poisoned all the others.”


 


  Korra went quiet. Things were making more sense now - Noatak’s motives, the happenings in the cave, his silence, everything - and she wasn’t sure how to feel. It was becoming more and more evident that he was no longer the man he used to be. Was he a 
  
    good 
  
  man? That wasn’t clear; but he was definitely no longer Amon, the cruel and cold leader of the Equalists. “Do you know where the bloodbender is? Do you know whether they have other bases or hideouts? Do you know where they might have taken Asami…?”


 


  Noatak didn’t answer. He only continued looking down at his brother. “She thinks it’s a gift… but this bending is a curse.”


 


  “I don’t know, I didn’t see much of a change from Tarrlok’s usual demeanor,” Korra grumbled. “Wait… she? Who is 
  
    she?”
  


 


  Korra was surprised at the notes of jealousy in her voice. Apparently Noatak noticed it too because he finally lifted his gaze and turned his attention to her. Korra found herself frozen in place and it wasn’t out of fear. That strange tingling began in her stomach and spread its way through all of her limbs. Anticipation. Excitement. 
  
    “She,” 
  
  Noatak rumbled, looking rather amused, “is the Bloodbender you’re after.” He paused, then added, “the one 
  
    we
  
   are after.”


 


  Korra was almost as surprised about Noatak’s willingness to work with her as she was about the fact that the elusive bloodbender was a 
  
    woman. 
  
  “Well that’s new information,” she mumbled, frowning. “So… does this mean you’re willing to work with me to stop this?”


 


  Noatak tilted his head, peering at her. “Can you trust me enough to do that?”


 


  Korra bit her lip. He had saved her and endangered his own life to help her. But he’d also done cruel things and tricked her multiple times. She wasn’t sure how to answer his question. Silently Noatak held out his hand, palm up. Just like he had done from his jail cell. Korra was struck with a strange feeling and her instinct was to take that hand.


 


  So she did. Slowly she reached out, delicately setting her hand in his. His fingers closed around hers and she tensed up - but only for a moment. Noatak’s skin was warm and his fingers were graceful; just as she remembered. His eyes, those icy blue hues, no longer reminded her of the cold or of evil; she saw wisdom and determination. Korra fully realized just how much her feelings toward him had changed. “Is this another test, or do you just like holding my hand?” She bravely teased.


 


  Noatak tilted his head, amusement flickering across his face. “If it didn’t sound so absurd, I’d say you were flirting with me.”


 


  Korra’s face flushed with heat and her brows drew in. “Why does that sound so absurd??” She demanded, surprising herself that those words had come out of her mouth instead of questioning 
  
    why she was flirting with him in the first place. 
  


 


  “We are destined to stand on different sides, Avatar Korra,” he murmured. “It’s absurd because it simply can’t be.”


 


  Korra was shocked at how much his words hurt. More words tumbled from her lips before she could stop herself or even think about them: “you said it 
  
    can’t 
  
  be… not that you didn’t 
  
    want 
  
  it to be.”


 


  Noatak’s expression darkened and he said nothing. His hand slowly lowered and eventually fell to his side, releasing her. Something about his silence failed to anger Korra like it usually did; instead she felt a glimmer of something else - something she’d felt faintly when kissing Mako… only this was much stronger. 


 


  A faint groan from Tarrlok drew Korra’s attention back to the present. “You need me to knock him out again?” She asked a little too eagerly.


 


  Noatak glanced back down at his brother and waved a hand slightly. Tarrlok went still again. Korra looked between them. “Tenzin and the others will never accept your help,” she said. “Meet me on the beaches of air temple island where the guards can’t see and we can discuss the stuff we find out and make a plan… sound okay to you?”


 


  Noatak nodded, his expression shielded. Silently he picked up his brother, hauling him over his shoulders, and escaped the room. “Wait!” Korra called.


 


  He stopped, looking over his shoulder at her. Korra frowned. “You don’t know where the bloodbender is holding Asami… do you?”


 


  “I don’t.”


 


  Then he left, and despite his agreement to her terms, Korra feared whether she would actually see him again.


 


 


  Rejoining Mako and Bolin proved to be a task. While she’d had her bout with Tarrlok and Noatak, they’d found the keys to the cells, taken out a couple of bending elitists who served the bloodbender, let go several people… and found Asami.


 


  The state she was in was heinous. Covered in bruises and scrapes and unconscious on Mako’s back, Asami looked terrible. “We found her in a room by herself strapped to a table,” Mako said grimly. “Whatever they did, she resisted the best she could.”


 


  “Because she’s strong,” Korra responded softly, taking the woman from Mako and carrying her. Once they came to what looked to be a stable spot in the underground area, Bolin prepared to earthbend them to the top; then, a few yards away, Korra spotted someone on their knees. Still. It had to be one of the victims in this complex… but why wasn’t he escaping? Getting out of here while he still could? Korra gently handed Asami back to Mako and approached the man, getting on one knee before him. He was an Equalist, she could tell by his clothing. “Is something wrong?” she asked calmly. “Why aren’t you escaping? You’re free.”


 


  When he looked up at her, his eyes were dull; lifeless. He looked so miserable that Korra was taken aback. “I have become the very thing I swore I’d destroy,” he said, looking down at his hands as if he didn’t recognize them anymore. “I have this… power, and I don’t know what to do with it. I don’t want it. I never did.”


 


  Korra frowned. “Bending is a gift,” she said, then bit her lip. “But it… it should never be forced on someone. But… I think I know someone who can take it away, if you’re willing to let him.”


 


  The Equalist looked back up at her. It was faint, but there was a glimmer of hope in his eyes. “You could make me normal again? I could return to my old life?”


 


  “I know someone who can, yes.” Korra nodded firmly. “But I have one condition.”


 


 


  Korra was still reeling when she returned to air temple island along with Mako, Asami, and Bolin. Asami was quickly taken by some of the air temple disciples to tend to her wounds and thoroughly check her over for internal injuries. “Hey guys?” Bolin piped up as the trio gathered together outside. “You uh… you don’t think that bloodbender guy did something to Asami, do you?”


 


  
    “She,” 
  
  Korra replied. “I found out… the bloodbender is a woman.”


 


  The boys were surprised, but made no comment other than: “did you see her in the hideout??”


 


  “No,” Korra said, uncertainty tinting her voice. “I, uh, got my information elsewhere.”


 


  Mako’s expression darkened, but he said nothing further. “Well, I guess if we wanna know exactly what happened to Asami, we’re gonna have to wait until she wakes up. Do you think Tenzin would mind if we stayed here in the meantime?”


 


  “Of course you can stay,” Korra replied kindly, grateful he didn’t press the subject. “I’ll ask the air acolytes to prepare rooms for you guys. And speaking of Tenzin - I’m gonna go talk to him. I’m surprised he hasn’t already barged -”


 


  Korra was interrupted by the 
  
    whooshing
  
   of robes and hurried footsteps. “Korra! Thank goodness you all are safe. They’re assessing Ms. Sato now. What exactly happened down there??” Tenzin himself demanded.


 


  “Speak of the devil,” Korra muttered. “It was a major hideout of the bloodbender. There were tons of prisoners down there, and most of them had forcefully been given bending.”


 


  Tenzin’s brows furrowed. “Atrocious. Free will should never be taken.”


 


  “We freed them. All of them. There must’ve been at least forty of them… and… and Tarrlok was there.”


 


  Tenzin jumped. “Tarrlok?! Was he returned to prison?? What happened??”


 


  Flustered, Korra quickly attempted a half-truth. “Uh, no. He uhm… he, uh, escaped before I could catch him. He was given his bending back, too, and the mist corrupted his mind like it has all the others who’ve received bending…”


 


  Tenzin tugged on his beard, mulling over the information. His expression was grim. “If he’s out there with a corrupted mind and bloodbending powers, then this city may be in a lot more trouble than we thought.”


 


 


  When Asami finally awoke the next day, Korra, Bolin, and Mako were at her bedside in an instant. Both Korra and Bolin barraged her with questions but Mako hushed them down and allowed her to sit up, drinking some water, and gather her wits about her. “How do you feel?” Korra finally repeated after waiting impatiently. Worry was written all over her face. Asami was a very close friend and, for a while, Korra had thought maybe she was something more. Certainly Korra had some feelings for her, some level of attraction. Being romantically attracted to a woman wasn’t something she’d really come to terms with yet, anyways. Certainly same sex attraction was no taboo in the Water Tribes, but Korra had spent all of her developing years believing she was attracted to boys.


 


  Which, she was, but meeting Asami had skewed her perspective.


 


  “Could be better,” Asami said with a weak smile.


 


  Korra laid a tender hand on her shoulder. She wished now more than ever that she was as skilled at water healing as Katara - or, surprisingly, Noatak. Regardless Korra sat down by Asami’s bed and drew the remaining water from the cup nearby, preparing to attempt to heal some of the wounds the air acolytes had tended to.


 


  Asami saw the floating water and her expression changed immediately. “No!” she cried, swatting at the water and eventually pushing Korra back. Korra sprawled on her bottom from the impact, and all three benders stared at their friend in shock. “Not the water,” Asami whispered, putting her face in her hands.


 


  Mako’s brows drew in in understanding. “The bloodbender,” he growled.


 


  Korra’s hands clenched into fists. “What did she do to you, Asami?”


 


  Asami trembled. When she lifted her face from her hands, tears streaked her cheeks. Slowly she extended a hand toward them, palm-up. 


 


  After a moment, a flame appeared in her hand.
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  The news of Asami receiving bending, in any other situation, might’ve been joyful to hear. But knowing what she did about the well, and knowing what was quickly going to happen to her friend, Korra was miserable and afraid. All these people with bending forced on them… and they were going to become violent. Asami was going to become violent.


 


  Korra had to stop it.


 


  Every night since Asami’s revelation, Korra went down to the beaches at night. She always told the others it was to meditate and Tenzin was all too happy to let her practice. In reality, she was desperate to see if Noatak would show up. For several nights, Korra waited. And waited. And waited. 


 


  Finally, after a few days, he came. Gliding through the water like he was born in it, Noatak emerged on shore, bent the water from his clothes, and approached her. His stubble was dark and he looked tired. Very tired. “Took you long enough,” Korra said impatiently, before letting out a breath and slumping her shoulders. “Sorry. I’m just… I’m still lost. The bloodbender gave Asami bending… and she’s become violent and chaotic, just like all the others. The air acolytes are keeping her bound for a while… but it’s just… all of this is terrible. It’s a mess.” She looked him over again. “You look awful.”


 


  “Hm.” Noatak lifted his eyes to the night sky. “The last quarter moon… we have less than 3 weeks before she will be able to strike again.” He returned his gaze to Korra. “And as for looking awful… you look fairly tired yourself. I’ve… well, Tarrlok hasn’t been easy to… keep sedated.”


 


  “Same with Asami,” Korra muttered, frowning. “I 
  
    hate 
  
  that we had to restrain her.” She plopped onto the sand, pulling her knees to her chest. Noatak settled in too, crossing his legs in a meditative position. “We freed all the prisoners in that hideout… as we were about to leave, I saw this man just sitting on the ground. He wasn’t even trying to escape. I could tell he was an Equalist. He’d been given bending, too. He wasn’t even angry… he was just… 
  
    lost. 
  
  I still believe bending is a gift - but free will is an even greater gift… and this bloodbender is taking it from these innocent people, and subjecting them to a malicious spirit that makes them violent. We may have destroyed the well, but that spirit is still living in that bloodbender… and you.”


 


  Noatak nodded sagely. “I’m well aware.”


 


  “So how come 
  
    you’re 
  
  not violent? Like the others?”


 


  Noatak stiffened. “I am not immune… if that is what you’re suggesting.” He closed his eyes. “Willpower. I fight it every second of every day.”


 


  Korra blinked, stunned. Ever since he’d touched the well, he’d been not only resisting violence, but going out of his way to protect not only her, but his brother as well. He hadn’t succumbed to the spirit like all of the others. “E-Even now?”


 


  “Even now.”


 


  “What… what 
  
    is 
  
  it?” Korra asked quietly.


 


  Noatak frowned. “I’m still not entirely sure. I only get bits and pieces of its memories as it tries to invade my own. It knows more of me than I know of it. One thing I know for certain is that this spirit is very old. From the time of the lion turtles.”


 


  “The 
  
    lion turtles?” 
  
  Korra was shocked. “So do you think…”


 


  “Yes…” Noatak’s expression was grim. “I believe that is how this spirit got its ability to give humans bending. It either learned from the lion turtles… or the Avatar.”


 


  Korra hissed and smacked her fists into the sand in frustration. “But why would the lion turtles ever give such a gift to such a violent spirit?! It doesn’t make any sense!” She paused. “You think the 
  
    Avatar 
  
  would do something like this?” she growled, standing to her feet. “You’re delusional!”


 


  “The only known beings to ever learn to energybend are the lion turtles… and the Avatar.” Noatak did not move from his spot, simply tilting his head to look up at her. “You have come a long way since our first meeting. Do not let your emotions sway your judgment.”


 


  “Rich, coming from you,” Korra snarled, pacing. She knew deep down that her frustration was not aimed toward Noatak, but toward the situation in general, but he was the only one present that could listen to her anger. “Maybe if I could access my energybending again, this catastrophe could be fixed! But I can’t! Ever since Aang gave me my bending back and I gave the others their bending back, I haven’t been able to access the Avatar state 
  
    or 
  
  talk to any of the previous Avatars! I thought I’d finally mastered the spiritual side of being the Avatar… but I’m just as stuck as I was before I started training.”


 


  With that, she plopped down again, deflated. Noatak watched her, not moving from his spot the entire time. “If you can access your Avatar state, you can take back the bending that was forced on those people,” he said evenly.


 


  Korra paused, her eyes widening slightly. “But… what about 
  
    you? 
  
  You got your bending back - you could… you could help those people! Take their bending away!” In her sudden excitement, Korra sat up and a grin split her face. “I mean this is the perfect excuse for you to do what you do best, right?! Why didn’t we think of this before? You could even… you could even take the bloodbender’s bending, too! You could stop all of this! You could 
  
    save 
  
  Republic City!”


 


  Noatak’s reaction was somehow not what Korra expected and the longer silence reigned, the more her expression fell. “Why aren’t you excited about this?” she demanded. “Your whole goal was to take away people’s bending!”


 


  “I…” Noatak’s voice was uncharacteristically hesitant. “I am not sure if I can, anymore.”


 


  “Well - you can bloodbend, right?”


 


  “I have not tried.”


 


  Korra’s brows furrowed. “Why not??”


 


  “I never wanted to use my bending again. I’ve only used it when it was absolutely necessary.”


 


  “But… you said we would work together to stop her,” Korra replied, confused. “You’re the only one that can do it…”


 


  Noatak’s eyes darkened. “No. You can.”


 


  “Did you not hear a word I just said?!”


 


  “You can because you 
  
    have 
  
  to,” he responded. “You are the Avatar. It’s 
  
    your 
  
  job.”


 


  Korra growled, throwing a beach pebble at his foot. “Then why are you even doing any of this if you refuse to use your bending? You didn’t seem to have a problem with it before. And you didn’t look too disappointed about getting it back.”


 


  Noatak’s brows furrowed and for the first time, Korra thought he might actually have been 
  
    angry. 
  
  “You 
  
    have 
  
  to reconnect with energybending,” he ground out between his teeth, “because I need you to 
  
    take mine away.”
  


 


 


  Korra sat outside Asami’s cell, the drone of the radio keeping them both company. News reporters talked about the transfer from a council to a democracy, and the upcoming election of a new president; a man named Raiko was the prime candidate. Korra didn’t care as much as she probably should’ve about the city elections. There was too much going on. One problem at a time.


 


  “When are you going to let me go?” Asami growled from her chair. She struggled uselessly against the shackles that kept her from moving. 


 


  “When you stop trying to attack me,” Korra said with a shrug - but on the inside, she was miserable. She hated seeing the other woman like this - but every time they tried to free her, it was the same reaction. Violence and flames. This spirit, whatever it was, was a curse. Over the past few days, she’d gone down to the beach every night since her initial conversation with Noatak. Sometimes he appeared, sometimes he didn’t. Korra found herself feeling extra miserable on the days when he didn’t.


 


  When he did show up, they practiced meditation. It was strange and also freeing, sitting across from the man who was once her enemy and the fuel of her nightmares, learning and trying to reconnect with her spirituality. Despite his feelings toward bending, Noatak seemed perfectly in tune with spirits and the spirit world, and Korra found his guidance to be much easier to respond to than Tenzin’s - and that thought made her feel guilty. The airbending master really did try to train her properly, but she just seemed to learn a little easier with Noatak.


 


  She’d also thought a lot about what he’d said to her, and the request he’d made. He wanted 
  
    her 
  
  to take 
  
    his 
  
  bending. 
  
    Ironic. 
  


 


  Silence reigned for a little while longer; Korra stayed there to keep Asami company, but continued wallowing in misery at the fact that she was suffering. Having to be locked up and chained down. “Asami?” she asked softly, a thought occurring to her.


 


  Intense green eyes met Korra’s gaze. “What?” she demanded.


 


  “This is unlike you.” Korra frowned, pulling her knees to her chest. “This isn’t the Asami I know. Why are you doing this??”


 


  Asami’s lip curled into a snarl. “Why are 
  
    you 
  
  doing 
  
    this?” 
  
  she replied, gesturing to her current state.


 


  “Because you attacked your best friends…” Korra said sadly. She sat up a little, debating on whether to even ask her next question. Finally: “do you feel something? Something else… inside you? Like you’re not the only person in your head?”


 


  Asami’s brows furrowed in confusion. She remained silent for a while, until Korra figured she wouldn’t get an answer at all - then: “I feel like my brain whispers to me that you’ll betray me. That the only person I can trust is myself… that humanity is a waste. None of us deserve to be here.”


 


  “You 
  
    can’t 
  
  believe that,” Korra responded, increasingly horrified.


 


  Asami shrugged. “I do.”


 


  Korra stood up abruptly, fighting back the lump in her throat and unshed tears stinging the corners of her eyes. She left the area, retreating to her room to try and meditate. But the fact remained: this wasn’t Asami anymore. This was something else entirely. And Korra had to do something, no matter the cost.


 


 


  “How many times have we met in secret like this?” Korra asked, toes digging into the sand. She’d decided not to bring up what Noatak had mentioned the last time they met; taking away his bending wouldn’t help their cause at all. Not right now. So she shoved it to the back of her mind, focusing on the moment and the strange yet wonderful peace between them. She smiled slightly up at the night sky, her arms behind her head. “It feels… I dunno, 
  
    exciting.”
  


 


  Noatak laid beside her with some space between them, his hands clasped together on his abdomen. “I suppose that is one word for it.” He paused. “Though, we should be spending this time meditating. We only have two weeks before the full moon. She must be stopped before then.”


 


  “Do you know her name?” Korra asked, surprised at the jealousy tinting her voice.


 


  “No, I don’t.”


 


  Korra’s next question shocked them both. “Has there ever been anyone? Like have you ever…”


 


  Silence hung in the air, and with every passing second Korra squirmed and blushed more, mortified at what she’d asked. Noatak hadn’t moved an inch. Korra doubted he was even breathing. “No,” he finally said.


 


  She side-eyed him nervously, pursing her lips. “Not even in the water tribe? Before you…”


 


  “... became a bad egg?” Mild amusement laced Noatak’s raspy baritone. “Hm. No. My father kept me otherwise occupied.”


 


  Korra was panicking, but she couldn’t seem to stop the word vomit from coming up. “But… well… 
  
    could 
  
  you?”


 


  He finally turned his head to look over at her. There was something mischievous in his eyes. Korra knew then and there that he knew exactly what she was getting at, and he was toying with her. “Could I what?” he responded.


 


  She puffed up, her face beet red. Literal steam was coming out of her ears, fueled by embarrassment. “Could you ever 
  
    be 
  
  with someone?!” she demanded.


 


  His gaze averted. “I do not think that is in the cards for me.”


 


  Korra sat up, irritated. “Oh, 
  
    shut it 
  
  with the self-pity!” she growled, shifting to stare down at him with furrowed brows. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. Fire Lord Ozai, one of the most evil men in the world - he had a wife!” Korra paused. “Granted… she kinda disappeared and their relationship was horrible, but 
  
    still!”
  


 


  Noatak’s lips quirked in a half-smirk and Korra felt her heart jump into her throat. The way he was looking at her… “You truly believe after all I’ve done that I deserve romantic love? How naive.”


 


  “Weren’t 
  
    you 
  
  the one that told me we have to grow from our mistakes?” Korra demanded. “So grow from yours and stop being stubborn! Giving up early is exactly what you told me not to do - 
  
    you’re
  
   the one acting childish now!”


 


  Noatak sat up so abruptly that Korra didn’t have time to shift away, and now their faces were inches apart. She could see the tired circles under his icy eyes, the dark stubble on his chin, the way a lock of dark hair fell over his forehead. She could see the tension in his jaw and could feel against her the way his chest heaved. Even with Korra’s inexperience, she could tell that she had an effect on him, too. Even if he didn’t admit it. Even if he’d never admit it. 


 


  She locked eyes with him and both of them were still. They’d only been this close on one or two other occasions, and Korra felt herself grow even more tense with anticipation than before. Her gaze darted to his lips. Lips that had once spouted poison. Lips that had single-handedly caused a revolt in Republic City. Lips that had spoken advice that had helped her grow as the Avatar.


 


  
    Kissable 
  
  lips.


 


  Korra had only ever wanted to kiss two people before; Mako, and Asami. She’d only ever kissed one of the two, and it had been nice… but this level of anticipation was unsurpassed. Despite the protests the sensible part of her brain was making, Korra wanted to kiss Noatak. There was no denying it or trying to reason out of it. So, acting on instinct, Korra quickly leaned in and her lips met his. 


 


  Noatak stiffened entirely, his body like a plank. He was unmoving, so perfectly still Korra considered that she’d accidentally somehow used her earthbending to cover him in stone, as impossible as that was. His lips were soft, so soft, but he had not responded or moved an inch… so after a few moments, Korra pulled back and her eyes cracked open, staring at him. Then her brows furrowed. “You’re telling me you don’t feel it, too?” she whispered.


 


  Noatak’s eyes hardened. “You should not have done that,” he said, his tone cold. “We are enemies. Always have been. And we always will be.”


 


  “B-But we’re working together on this,” Korra stuttered, eyes widening. Panic filled her chest. She’d made the 
  
    wrong 
  
  decision, kissing him, and now she’d made a fool of herself. “W-We’re teaming up against the bloodbender!”


 


  “And what did you think would happen after that?” Noatak sneered, shifting and getting to his feet with cat-like grace despite Korra nearly having straddled him. “Did you think there would be some sort of 
  
    happily ever after 
  
  ending? That we could run off into the sunset?”


 


  Korra felt tears prick the corners of her eyes and she fought them back, jumping to her feet and clenching her fists. “No, I didn’t! Because apparently you’re still the same 
  
    jerk 
  
  you’ve always been!!” 


 


  And she began throwing fire at him. Instead of rising to her bait, however, Noatak dodged her attacks, giving her a dark look, and slipped into the water, swimming off before Korra could stop him.


 


  Korra stood alone on the beach, wondering what the hell had just happened and why she ever thought there was something between them.
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  Korra had spent the rest of her training time with Tenzin, and strangely enough, she was learning. Several times she’d felt whispers around her - and, disturbingly, she’d felt the spirit energy radiating from Asami in the cells below. She was close to a breakthrough. She felt it. She just had to keep trying.


 


  But for once, Noatak was the one holding Korra back rather than guiding her. Or thoughts of him, anyways. Korra still went down to the beach at night, but he hadn’t shown up since she’d kissed him, and it had been four days. She thought about her feelings towards him, his feelings towards her (or lack of), and how angry he’d seemed when she kissed him. Maybe too angry. If he really didn’t care, wouldn’t he have just shrugged her off? Like Mako had when he was in love with Asami instead of Korra?


 


  Her brain kept spinning in circles around the subject. Finally, one afternoon, Korra slouched from her meditative position and lowered herself from her floating position above the ground. Tenzin opened his eyes and peered at her. “What’s bothering you?” he asked. “You’ve been restless. Even more so today.”


 


  Korra picked at a thread on her pants. “We have - what - ten days before the next full moon? And we 
  
    know 
  
  that the bloodbender will use it to her advantage… it’s a guarantee she’s going to strike. To cause more destruction with that… that… awful 
  
    spirit.” 
  
  She picked up a pebble and tossed it angrily. “And I still haven’t made full contact with Aang. With the Avatar state. How am I supposed to help these people if I can’t access my energybending??”


 


  Tenzin frowned, sighing softly. “I understand how you must be feeling, Korra. Your greatest challenge has always been the spiritual duties of the Avatar. But you must be patient. Anger will not help you.”


 


  “Patient?” she growled. “We don’t have 
  
    time 
  
  to be patient! Didn’t you hear me? We only have ten days!!”


 


  Korra immediately quieted, remembering the time she’d spent recently with Noatak. How instead of meditating, she’d been laying on the beach talking with him. Asking about romance. 
  
    Kissing him. 
  
  Kissing him when she should have been working relentlessly to access her energybending. She was suddenly ashamed of herself for her frustration when a large part of it was her own fault. 


 


  “I’m sorry,” she said softly, eyes downcast.


 


  Tenzin’s expression softened and he watched her almost sadly. “Don’t apologize, Korra. Just do your best. There is a lot expected of you as the Avatar - but you can’t let that pressure beat you down. The only thing you 
  
    can 
  
  do is your best.”


 


 


  When there was only a week left, Noatak finally showed up to their meeting spot once more. As he emerged from the water and dried himself, his expression was cold. All business. A hint of his former self: for the first time in quite a while, he almost looked like… 
  
    Amon.
  


 


  Korra frowned as she got to her feet. “How have things been?” she asked hesitantly. For the first time since the caves, she felt intimidated by him. Maybe even a little frightened.


 


  “As well as you can imagine,” Noatak rumbled. “We have a week to figure out where she is and where she will strike. My leads have come up empty. And keeping Tarrlok safe and… sedated… has been… difficult.”


 


  “I bet so, with his bloodbending… it’s been difficult here too, but perhaps less so with Asami,” Korra murmured. “As long as she’s restrained, she can’t use her… firebending.” She made a face. “It feels so weird, saying that.”


 


  “Have you unlocked your energybending?”


 


  Korra turned her gaze to the ground, ashamed. “No. Not yet. I feel like I am closer than I was… but… not close enough.”


 


  Noatak brought a hand to his chin, pursing his lips. Korra swallowed her pride and lifted her gaze. “Noatak… I need your help. I need you to help these people. I… I can’t do it. Not in time. But you can. You want to stop her as much as I do… so please. Help.”


 


  His eyes narrowed. He didn’t answer, only stared at her, so Korra continued. “I-If you do, if you use your bloodbending to rid these people of their bending… I’ll… I’ll take yours away. Like you wanted.”


 


  Noatak’s expression changed minutely, but Korra couldn’t quite tell what he was feeling or thinking. He remained silent a minute longer before finally casting his gaze to the ground and furrowing his brows. “We will need to gather people. Make a show of it, even. Perhaps we can lure the bloodbender - or at the very least, some of her followers - and from there perhaps we can gain some knowledge about what she’ll do next.”


 


  “That’s brilliant,” Korra replied, her expression brightening. “It’ll be a tough sell to Tenzin… but maybe I can convince him. But… what if some people recognize you? You’re wanted in the city. I mean, I’d protect you… but…” she squirmed, unwilling to say what was on her mind.


 


  It was as if Noatak could read her like a book. “You are correct. It is likely many of those afflicted will not rally if they know who I am.”


 


  “You’d have to disguise yourself… make a new name, and a new face.” Korra frowned. “But after everything with Amon… I’m not sure many will take kindly to another mask.”


 


  Noatak sat for the first time since he’d arrived; he crossed his legs gingerly and set his hands on his knees in a meditative position. “I believe I have the answer,” he rumbled, closing his eyes.


 


  Korra arched a brow in confusion but slowly joined him on the sand. “The answer is… sitting?” she questioned.


 


  One eye popped open to stare at her in a combination of annoyance and amusement. Korra could feel her stomach flutter again and she fought back a blush. “Meditate,” he commanded.


 


  Korra felt another flutter. Suddenly she had to swallow down the urge to mention the kiss. The one she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about; the one he’d turned away from. Noatak had rejected her and it had stung, and yet Korra couldn’t seem to shake the feelings she’d developed. Closing her eyes slowly, she attempted to meditate, but her curiosity made it impossible to concentrate. What did Noatak have up his sleeve? And why did he want her to meditate?


 


  Finally, she huffed. “Can you just give me an answer? I can’t concentrate!”


 


  A low chuckle sounded in the back of Noatak’s throat and Korra felt her stomach twist in both pleasant and agonizing ways. Her face flushed with heat and she scowled at him. Before she could speak, he said, “you will be the one performing the ceremony.”


 


  Korra gaped. “Did you not hear a word I said?? I can’t access my energybending yet! I'm trying, but it’s impossible! I just asked you to help and you’re still refusing?!”


 


  
    “Enough.” 
  


 


  Korra went quiet and found Noatak to be smirking. “Always charging head first without waiting for answers, Korra. Like a bull.” Her name on his lips made Korra shiver with delight and she flushed again. Embarrassment warmed her ears at his chastising. “I said I would help. And I will. But we must make people believe that 
  
    you
  
   are the one doing it.”


 


  “So lying,” Korra said, frowning. “Pretending. Deceiving them. I don’t like that idea… but what other choice do we have?”


 


  “None.” Noatak’s voice was straightforward, but he was tired. Korra could hear it. 


 


  “So how do we do it?”


 


  “As I said before… we will make a display of it.”


 


  “Do you really think this will work??”


 


  “Yes.”


 


  Korra arched a brow. “Why?”


 


  “Because it has to.”


 


 


  Korra hadn’t had the chance to ask Noatak about the kiss the night before. He’d left pretty quickly, and she wondered if he was still avoidant of her. The thought caused her chest to clench. After they were done with this whole bloodbender fiasco, she doubted he would ever speak to her again. He’d disappear, probably with his brother, and she’d never see him again.


 


  And that thought, surprisingly, caused her immense grief. 


 


  As it was, Korra’s heart was in her throat at the moment because now she had to present Noatak’s idea to 
  
    Tenzin. 
  
  And in order to convince him, Korra knew she was going to have to spill the beans about 
  
    everything - 
  
  her meetings with him on the beach, how much she’d come to trust and rely on him, everything. She only hoped that Tenzin wouldn’t be able to guess the nature of her feelings, because if he did, she was pretty sure he’d renounce her as his student. Tenzin looked at things in black and white; his morals were firm and unyielding. Korra had felt the same way, once.


 


  Until the day she’d visited Noatak in that jail cell. 



  “Korra,” Tenzin greeted as she approached him in the dining area. He’d been sipping a cup of piping hot tea, his legs folded primly beneath him. “How is your training going?”


 


  Korra rubbed the back of her neck sheepishly. “Well - I still haven’t gained access to my energybending… and I still need to take those people’s bending… and I know we’re running out of time before the bloodbender strikes again… but I have an idea.”


 


  Tenzin set his cup down. “Oh? Come. Sit.”


 


  Korra sat down at the table across from him and tried to keep her stomach from coming out of her mouth. She felt her heart hammering nervously in her chest and it got worse the longer the silence stretched on. “I can’t help these people yet,” she said. “Not in time to stop the bloodbender before the next full moon. But there is someone who can.”


 


  Tenzin’s brows drew in but he said nothing. “Hear me out, okay?” Korra began. Then in a rush of word vomit, Korra began spilling everything in one long breath. About how she’d been meeting Noatak on the beach, how much he’d guided her and helped her, about his plan, everything. 


 


  After she was done, Tenzin sat in silence. Seconds stretched on into minutes and his expression didn’t change in the slightest, nor did he open his mouth to say a word. Korra grew increasingly uncomfortable with each passing second, squirming in her seat, until finally she said, “Tenzin - 
  
    please, say something.”
  


 


  “It seems, Korra, that you’ve been making decisions with your heart instead of your head.”


 


  “You told me once that part of the Avatar’s job is compassion and mercy.” Korra leaned in, her gaze unrelenting. It took all of the courage she had in her, but she did not back down. “He’s different. I know he is. I see it every time he comes up on the beach. He’s willing to help these people before it’s too late!”


 


  “Taking bending has always been part of his plan,” Tenzin admonished severely. “He is still Amon. Have his beliefs changed, Korra? Has he changed his mind about bending and equality?”


 


  “Well… no, but -”


 


  “He is 
  
    toying 
  
  with you. And you’re letting him.”


 


  Korra burst out of her seat, slamming her hands on the table. She quickly forced her eyes shut and breathed in and out slowly, attempting to calm herself before she said something she’d regret. Finally, in a low voice, she said, “we have to do this. There’s no other choice. I’m not ready yet. So I’m going to do this, with or without your help…” her gaze turned imploring. Pleading with the airbending master to trust her. “My duty as the Avatar is to the people of Republic City. I have to help them. I 
  
    have 
  
  to. So please… Tenzin… I’d rather do it with your support.”


 


  Tenzin closed his eyes, letting out a deep breath. His shoulders sagged and he hung his head. “You’re the Avatar. I will not stop you. But if I heard a single 
  
    word 
  
  of betrayal from Amon…”


 


  “You won’t,” Korra reassured him, her gaze even. “I promise.”


 


  Tenzin tilted his head slightly. “You seem so certain. You’ve been so lost lately, and I’ve struggled with how to help you. But now, you seem… like your old self.”


 


  Korra’s expression warmed and her lips curled into a smile. “I’ve had good teachers. Lots of them.”
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      Part Nineteen
    
  


 


  Korra sat across from Asami on the other side of the cell bars. Not too long ago, she’d been in the exact same position with Noatak - although seeing Asami in the cell was extra heart-breaking. Gentle yet fierce, kind, smart, beautiful Asami - staring at Korra with hatred in her eyes. There had been no progress; if anything, it was worse. “Asami, it’s a spirit,” Korra finally said, frowning. “There is a spirit inside your head and it is corrupting you. You’re not the person you used to be and that spirit is why! It’s controlling you. Don’t you feel it…?”


 


  For a while the group had hesitated on whether or not to tell Asami about the spirit and the well - whether she’d understand or even care if they did. But Korra was tired of watching her suffer and figured it couldn’t hurt to try and reason with her. Maybe the truth would set her free… although that was an unrealistic hope, considering Noatak knew about everything and still had to fight it. 


 


  Asami’s green eyes, once filled with clever mischief and love, were hollow now. Not only was she angry and beyond reason, she was a hollow shell of her former self. She would barely eat or drink anymore and had diet so long screaming and struggling to get free that her voice was hoarse and her arms and legs were bruised. “Do you realize how worthless you are?” Asami snapped back despite her ragged voice. 


 


  Korra’s heart leaped into her throat and she fought back tears. “You don’t mean that.”


 


  “I 
  
    do,” 
  
  Asami insisted. “I was attacked by a bender, like my father had always warned me about, and now I’ve become the very thing he was afraid of… and you let it happen. You, Mako, everyone. Amon was right. My father was right. The only thing is I know the 
  
    real 
  
  truth: 
  
    all 
  
  people are garbage, bender or not. All of you deserve to rot.”


 


  The tears spilled before Korra could stop them. How much worse would this get before the bloodbender was caught? Would Asami lose herself… permanently?


 


  Before she could think in circles and cause herself to panic, Korra got to her feet, trying to hide her tears from Asami’s predatory eyes. “I miss you, Asami,” she said softly. “And you’re wrong. I’ll show you that we’re all worth saving.”


 


 


  Tomorrow was the day of their little show, and Korra was waiting on the beach under the light of the waxing gibbous moon. Tomorrow there would be five days left until the full moon, and it seemed that now more than ever, every second counted. She hoped Noatak would show and give some more information on what exactly the plan was. They were supposed to lie to the people. Make them believe Korra was taking their bending, when in reality Noatak would be filling that role. But how? 


 


  When he appeared, gracefully bending the salty water from his clothes, Korra felt herself freeze up, fingers clenching the sand nervously. The kiss she’d given him flashed across her mind again and again. Before she knew it, before she could help herself, Korra was on her feet and marching over to him. She wasn’t sure what she was doing or even how she felt - and words tumbled from her lips before she thought twice about them. “When I kissed you before, you rejected me. But I’ve seen things. Heard things. In your voice and in your eyes. You 
  
    do 
  
  have feelings for me, don’t you? Tell me the truth!”


 


  Noatak stiffened up and remained frozen in his spot. Those blue, blue eyes narrowed dangerously on her but Korra pressed forward, coming right up to him until they were nearly nose to nose. “You 
  
    do! 
  
  Maybe you rejected me out of some stupid warped sense of self punishment - but look at the good you’ve done since then, and what you’re about to do! Do you really think you’re beyond redemption? You really don’t think you deserve love? Or… even just a kiss?”


 


  Her voice went quiet as Noatak tilted his head, his expression hard. It was clear he didn’t like her beratement or her line of questioning, but he said nothing for several long moments. Somehow his silence was scarier than if he’d screamed at her. But she could see something else swimming in his eyes; some emotion she couldn’t quite read, but something that confirmed her theories. He 
  
    did 
  
  have feelings for her, even if he didn’t want to act on them. 


 


  The tension between them was palpable. Korra was suddenly overwhelmed by how close they were; she could feel his breath tickling her forehead, could feel the warmth of his body even through their clothes, could see the confliction all over his face. She held her breath for a moment. Finally, she said, “just one. One kiss. Allow yourself that.”


 


  Korra couldn’t tell herself that this was for him. She’d been wanting to kiss him again so badly that it had consistently occupied her thoughts, despite the awful circumstances surrounding them lately. But if this plan was going to go sour… if the bloodbender succeeded in her goal of tearing the city apart… they may never get a chance like this again. Korra waited with bated breath for his response, trying to keep her hammering heart in check. 


 


  Noatak seemed to have a raging battle within himself. Perhaps it was his own mind, or the spirit trying to control him, or a mixture of both. Finally, he ground out from between his teeth, 
  
    “alright.”
  


 


  That answer confirmed all of Korra’s suspicions once and for all, and she could immediately feel her excitement escalating. It was clear Noatak was too frozen to initiate it, so Korra leaned in and up, tilting her head back a little. She could feel his trembling breath on her lips and found herself short of breath, too. Anticipation crawled up her limbs and settled in her gut, spreading heat throughout her entire body. 


 


  When her lips met his, Noatak stiffened up even more for just a moment. At first Korra berated herself for asking for another when clearly he wasn’t going to respond.


 


  Then she felt one arm wrap around her waist, tugging her into his body, while the other went into her hair, fingers tangling in the strands of her pony-tail. Suddenly Korra was on fire as Noatak’s lips parted and he kissed her so deeply, so desperately that it made her head spin. None of her kisses with Mako had ever felt like this. They couldn’t even compare. 


 


  Noatak’s tongue lithely slid along her lower lip, demanding entrance to her mouth. Korra was all too happy to oblige. As her lips parted, his kiss became rough, his tongue shoving into her mouth to explore it thoroughly; Korra’s hands slid around his neck, fingers tangling in his dark hair just as his fingers had grasped hers. Up until that point, their physical intimacy had been subtle and fleeting - and at one point not so long ago, Korra had been terrified to even go near him, much less touch him. She remembered the moment he’d first held out his hand. A test, to see if she was brave enough to touch it. To trust even a little. 


 


  She hadn’t imagined she’d one day be kissing him like this, and 
  
    enjoying it.
  


 


  A growl sounded low in the back of Noatak’s throat, something almost predatory; and as opposed to igniting fear inside Korra, it lit her on fire in the most delicious ways. His hand around her waist began wandering her bare skin under the hem of her shirt, fingers leaving electricity in their wake.


 


  And suddenly, he pulled away, leaving Korra feeling dazed. Her eyes cracked open to find him staring down at her, his hands clenched into fists. “Why did you stop?” she croaked, tingles still zipping over her skin where he’d touched her.


 


  “Because if I don’t stop myself now, I won’t ever be able to stop,” he growled.


 


  Heat pooled in her stomach. Heat she’d never felt before, not to this magnitude. “I don’t want you to ever stop,” she whispered.


 


  His hands clenched tighter, as if holding himself back from grabbing her again. “... I have to.”


 


  It was clear he wasn’t going to pick up where they’d just left off. The mist cleared from Korra’s eyes and finally she was able to shake herself out of the daze she’d been in; something she finally recognized as desire. Strong, lingering desire that still made her hands clench in yearning, her breath taking its time in slowing her wildly beating heart. “So…” she cleared her throat, trying to calm herself and focus on the situation at hand. She’d had her kiss. She’d gotten that from him. Now, she needed to focus on saving the city. It was her duty as the Avatar. “You’re going to take these people’s bending, but you’re going to make it look like I’m doing it… 
  
    how?”
  


 

Noatak seemed grateful for the change of pace, which made Korra’s gut clench uncomfortably. Logically she was sure that it was because he was having a hard time controlling himself and needed something else to focus on to make that easier. But a part of her felt like, maybe, he just didn’t want to think about the kiss they’d shared. The thought was miserable, and Korra forced it to the back of her mind. There were more important things to worry about right now; her love life needed to be put on the back burner. “Well… that’s why it is called a show, isn’t it?” he said cryptically, amused. 

 


  Korra’s eyes narrowed in annoyance, a slight pout on her lips. “Stop with the riddles and give it to me straight!”


 


  The phrase ramped up the tension for a moment and Korra’s breath caught in her throat at the look in his eyes. Finally Noatak let out a breath of his own. “A curtain would be the easiest way. You’ll usher the volunteers onto the stage, have them face the audience with their back right against the curtain.”


 


  “And I’ll be hiding what we’re doing from the audience,” Korra piped up, realizing what exactly he was suggesting. “But what about the volunteers themselves? I’m sure they’ll see an extra set of hands coming through the curtains…”


 


  “Then make sure they 
  
    don’t 
  
  see.”


 


  Korra blushed. The answer was obvious, but she was too caught up in the exhilaration of kissing Noatak that she was oblivious to the answers right in front of her face. “Tenzin knows about the plan, and he’ll be watching you closely,” she said. “I tried to reassure him that you were on our side -”


 


  “I am not on your side.”


 


  Korra bit down on her tongue. Of course he wasn’t. It wasn’t like he supported the Avatar or bending in general. Noatak was no longer Amon, the leader of the Equalists, but he certainly wasn’t a part of team Avatar either, and with how much he’d been helping her lately, she’d forgotten that. Noatak had his own goals and intentions… and Korra felt that maybe she would do well to remember that.


 


 


  Korra couldn’t help but feel a little nervous. She’d desperately wanted Asami to be a part of the group that was freed from the volatile spirit, but with how much Asami had been resisting them all lately, the group agreed that her presence may not help their cause. It was a depressing thought, and Korra wondered if she might get Noatak to help Asami himself. That would require Tenzin allowing him to come onto the Air Temple property (not likely), and it would of course also require Noatak’s agreement. He’d been so reluctant to use his bending - for good reason, but still - and Korra still half expected him to not show up to this event and leave her hanging. 


 


  But he did, keeping to the tops of buildings and easing himself beneath the stage to hide until people began to gather. They’d practiced a few times with the curtain before he did so, and every time their hands touched, Korra felt a little flutter. “So… just one kiss,” she’d said quietly to him. “It was… only one.”


 


  His eyes flickered up from their hands to Korra’s face. The intensity of his gaze made Korra flush with both delight and embarrassment. “Only one,” he rumbled. 


 


  Korra glanced down at their hands. “What do you plan on doing after we beat this bloodbender?” she whispered.


 


  He was silent long enough that Korra lifted her eyes. She found Noatak pursing his lips and clenching his jaw. Perhaps what he was about to say was difficult for him.


 


  It was difficult for Korra as well. 


 


  “I’ll be leaving with my brother. For good.”
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    Part Twenty
  


 


  Korra blinked back sudden tears and swallowed the lump in her throat. It was kind of funny when she thought of all that had changed since she made a visit to that jail cell. Who knew she’d be crying over her worst enemy, struggling with romantic feelings for him? Struggling with the fact that she’d never see him again in a matter of days?


 


  Finally Noatak hid under the stage as the others arrived. Even though Tenzin knew of his involvement, they felt it was better to keep Noatak’s presence a secret from the others. “We spread the word about what you’re doing,” Mako told Korra. “I’m really glad you finally accessed your energybending. I do have a question though…”


 


  Korra nodded sheepishly. She felt guilty enough about lying to the others even without Mako’s commentary. “W-what is it, Mako?” She asked nervously.


 


  Mako glanced down at the ground, stuffing his hands into his pockets. Finally his eyes flickered up to her face and Korra could see the distrust there. “Why haven’t you helped Asami?”


 


  Korra froze, lead spreading into her limbs as ice crawled down her spine. She should have known Mako would be perceptive enough to notice the little things - whether he suspected she was lying or was genuinely upset she wasn’t helping Asami, it didn’t matter. Korra had no idea what to say. 


 


  Tenzin approached, setting a hand on Korra’s shoulder. “This ability is still new to Korra. We don’t want to use it on Asami until we know for sure nothing will go wrong with this spirit that is possessing her.”


 


  Mako didn’t look entirely satisfied with the answer, but he turned away to begin ushering townsfolk into the square, all while keeping a sharp eye out for any of the bloodbender’s allies who might want to crash the party. Korra turned to Tenzin, still feeling heavy with guilt. “He’s right. Asami should be the first one we help.”


 


  Tenzin frowned slightly. “I feel as awful as you do, Korra. But I wasn’t lying to Mako. We don’t know what is going to happen. That blue spirit is violent and unpredictable. For all we know… today might be a disaster.”


 


  Korra blanched, trying to keep her fear from showing. Tenzin grasped both of her shoulders now, giving a gentle squeeze. “Have faith in yourself. And I’m not sure why, but you have faith in Amon, too. So hope for the best; but we’ll prepare for the worst. Don’t worry - you’re not alone, Korra.”


 


 


  Korra looked out at the expectant faces staring up at her. It wasn’t a huge crowd, but amongst those faces she spotted the man she’d freed from the bloodbender’s prison. He looked tired, tired of fighting the spirit inhabiting him and tired of all the rage and chaos… but far more hopeful than he’d been before. 


 


  She only hoped that Noatak could help him. The possibility of the spirit’s interference hadn’t occurred to Korra, but as soon as Tenzin mentioned it, she couldn’t stop the anxiety gnawing at her stomach. She was afraid. Very, very afraid.


 


  She only hoped these people, these people who were relying on her to help them, couldn’t see it.


 


  “Thank you for coming, everyone,” she began awkwardly, clearing her throat and shuffling her feet. She’d never had much experience with public speeches, and really wished she’d paid more attention when the White Lotus members tried to teach her. “I, uh… well, as you all know, I recently accessed an ability called energybending. I was able to give people the bending that… erm, A-Amon took from them. Well, turns out that I’m, uh, able to take bending as well.” She quickly raised her hands in defense. “But 
  
    only 
  
  by choice! Bending was forced on some of you, maybe all of you, and I can take back - but only if you want. If you step forward onto the platform, then you are asking me to take your bending from you. Does anyone want to volunteer?”


 


  The small crowd was silent and still for a few moments, and Korra could feel her pulse in her ears. Finally the man she’d saved stepped forward through the others and stepped up on the small platform. Korra smiled brightly and took his hands, rough and calloused in her grasp. “Thank you for trusting me,” she said, leading him back to the curtain. Having him sit and tilt his head back, she murmured, “close your eyes,” and he obeyed. Korra had her back to the crowd, shielding the man mostly from sight. As Korra’s hands moved to the man’s face, a single hand slipped through the curtain and Korra felt a small rush of pleasure at the fact that she and Noatak were about to work together. They were doing this 
  
    together. 
  


 


  His thumb touched the Equalist man’s forehead and Korra’s rested right over top of it; she could feel spiritual energy pulsing through them both, surrounding them, immersing them. At one point seeing Noatak use his bending to take others’ away would have terrified her. Her nightmares flashed through her mind, fleeting and pulse-quickening but otherwise ineffective. No, her joy overtook her fear and she found her free hand grasping his, aching for more contact. 


 


  And seconds later, it was over. The man slumped, relief making his shoulders sag - until he threw his head back, eyes and mouth glowing with a blue light. A roar came from the man; not from inside him… but seemingly 
  
    through him. 
  
  A roar of pain, of frustration, of rage. The crowd gasped, fear rippling through them, until the man fell onto his side, unmoving. Korra quickly crouched to check on him; his pulse was steady but he was unconscious. A gentle shake seemed to rouse him and his eyes fluttered open. “Sir… how do you feel?” Korra asked gently.


 


  He blinked several times. “Free,” he whispered.


 


  Warmth filled Korra’s chest and she helped the Equalist man to his feet, assisting him off the platform. “Who’s next?” she asked.


 


  One by one, people came forward. And each time went the same; they’d sit at the curtain, close their eyes, and Korra and Noatak would rid them of their bending. Together. She never thought she’d be working side by side with the man who’d once been not only her enemy, but the object of her fear; and not only that, she was pretty sure she had feelings for him that would never go away, no matter where he went or how far away he was. 


 


  Maybe once she fixed Republic City, she could find him.


 


  The sudden roar of flame interrupted Korra’s musings, right in the middle of healing a woman with blonde hair. She released the woman and immediately turned to the source of it - to see Mako exchanging blows with an earthbender. A good one. If he hadn’t so much experience training with Bolin, Mako would have been out of his league. “Korra!” he yelled. The crowd stirred, panicked by the sudden violence; but as they began attempting to disperse, they became surrounded. “There’s more!” Mako yelled again, but Korra could already see them. Other benders, all clothed in black, were surrounding the entire area. The citizens were being herded like frightened sheep, and a few of them had even succumbed to the violence of the spirit and were fighting back.


 


  Within moments, all chaos broke loose. Some citizens were being trampled by the bloodbender sympathizers, others were fighting back viciously with no care as to what or who stood in their way. Mako, Bolin, Tenzin were trying to restore order. Korra’s heart sank. This was exactly what the spirit wanted: more fighting. 


 


  However, in the midst of it all, a shadowy figure perched atop a street light nearby, watching it all. Korra’s eyes narrowed, and the moment she started for the figure, they leaped down and began making their escape.


 


  “Oh no you don’t,” she growled, giving chase immediately. To her slight surprise, another figure fell into step beside her, matching the quick and fluid pace of her run. It was Noatak, hooded and grim and just as agile as she, if not more so. “I’m glad you’re here,” she said, receiving a nod in return. Together the two quickened their pace in an attempt to catch the cloaked figure, slowly gaining some headway. Korra slammed her foot down once they turned a corner and lifted her hand, bringing a wall up in the alleyway they’d tracked the figure into. It only stalled them for a moment before they gracefully trekked the wall and went over it, but it was just enough time for Noatak to follow them over, making a hard leap off the top of the wall and tackling the figure to the ground. They rolled to a stop just as Korra followed, landing on her feet behind them.


 


  It was a good thing Noatak was so damned good at dodging and evading, because he threw his head out of the way just in time to avoid a spout of fire burning his face right off. He grabbed the person’s gloved hands and pinned them together, sitting firmly on their legs to keep them from using any part of their body for their firebending.


 


  Korra approached, about to rip the mask and hood off the person when fire spouted from their mask. Noatak was so startled that he lost his grip, but Korra moved in just in time to use some water from her pouch to put out the flames. But now that the person’s mask had partially burned away, it was all too easy to rip the rest of it off to reveal the person’s identity. As Korra did so, her face went pale.


 


  
    “... Tahno?”
  


  
Notes for the Chapter:
          TAHNO??? If you have questions, that's not surprising. But don't worry - you'll have answers next chapter!
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    Part Twenty-One
  



  

  




  Tahno’s face contorted into an ugly grin. “The shocked look on your face is oh-so satisfying… 
  
    Uh-vatar.”
  


 


  Korra sat back a little as Noatak bound him securely. She was sure Tahno could spit another flame at them if he wanted, but he seemed so satisfied by his shocking reveal that he’d chosen to talk instead. “Tahno… how did you…” she began, but the pieces clicked into place rather quickly and she found herself biting her tongue. Of course he received bending. The bloodbender had probably given it to him - but the spirit was random and unpredictable. There were never any guarantees that he’d get his waterbending back - not this way. 


 


  “You know… nothing really compares to my waterbending… but these fire abilities are kinda 
  
    fun.”
  


 


  “Tahno… why did you do this??” she asked, but Korra felt like she already knew the answer to the question. She’d seen how lifeless and dejected Tahno had been after Amon had taken his bending. She now regretted not reaching out to him when she’d helped give Lin her bending back. 


 


  “She offered me bending,” he confirmed. “In exchange for my help. Who am I to turn down such a gift?”


 


  Korra’s lips pursed and she swallowed the lump in her throat. “I’m sorry, Tahno. I’m sorry I didn’t help you. I should have… and for that I’ve failed as the Avatar. But please… let me help you now.”


 


  “And take my bending back? I don’t think so.”


 


  Before Korra could respond, Noatak leaned down threateningly. “Tell us where the bloodbender is. Tell us 
  
    now.”
  


 


  His voice was so dark that Tahno immediately turned his attention away from Korra. As he met Noatak’s gaze, Tahno’s expression slowly shifted from smugness to recognition to shock, and finally… to horror. “You’ve realized who I am,” Noatak growled. “And what I can do.”


 


  “No,” Tahno protested, his voice a much higher pitch than it was before. Despite the gravity of the situation, some dark part of Korra really enjoyed the gravelly tone of Noatak’s voice, the dangerous look in his eyes, and his grace as he effortlessly pinned Tahno down. Something stirred inside of her, clenching her abdomen in strange yet pleasant ways; the last time she’d felt this was when Noatak’s tongue was in her mouth. 


 


  But that would never happen again, so she forced herself to banish the thoughts and focus on the intel they were about to receive. 
  
    “No,” 
  
  Tahno wailed, beginning his struggling anew. Steam came from his nostrils, but no flames erupted from him - because he knew what the consequences would be if he attacked. “No - you can’t take it! 
  
    Please! 
  
  
    Not again!”
  


 


  “Then 
  
    tell me where she is,” 
  
  Noatak growled, tightening his grip. “One slip of the hand… one touch, and you’ll be 
  
    right back where I left you.”
  


 


  Tahno was visibly trembling. “She’s - … D-Dragon Flats borough,” he stuttered, eyes bulging with terror. “The equalist training camp underground! S-She’s refashioned it, she and her closest stay there when the moon isn’t full!”


 


  Both Tahno and Korra waited with bated breath to see what Noatak would do. He stayed stone still for several moments, as if fighting an internal battle within himself - whether to let Tahno go, or to take his bending.


 


  Finally, he pressed a thumb to Tahno’s forehead, and within moments, the former waterbender was slumped to the floor, unconscious. Korra’s face turned an ugly shade of red as she turned on Noatak. “That wasn’t called for!” she yelled, pointing an accusing finger at him. “He 
  
    wanted 
  
  his bending! We agreed we only do this to those who are 
  
    willing!”
  


 


  Noatak’s blue eyes were filled with ice. “We have to get rid of the spirit,” he replied, forcing his voice to stay even. “We cannot let any trace of it remain. It is violent. If those with its bending haven’t succumbed to their rage yet… they 
  
    will. 
  
  It’s only a matter of time.”


 


  Korra’s anger fizzled out and she lowered her arm. “You, too?”


 


  “Yes.”


 


  Korra went quiet. His stipulation for helping her had been that she’d take his bending when it was all over… but she hadn’t thought about it in terms of ridding him of the spirit. Would she even be able to? Would she be able to access her energybending, when the time came? Korra looked down at Tahno’s unconscious body, frowning. “We can’t just leave him here.” With that, she bent to help him up and slung his arms over her shoulders, carrying him semi-piggy-back. 


 


  Noatak slipped away into the shadows as Korra returned to the square where her little performance had taken place. She was met by Mako and Bolin, who had a few rips in their clothes and some small injuries but looked otherwise fine. Bolin’s jaw dropped to the ground at the sight of her. 
  
    “Tahno??” 
  
  he gasped dramatically.


 


  Mako shot an annoyed glance at his brother, his expression grim. “Makes sense to me,” he commented. “She offered to give him his bending back, didn’t she?”


 


  Korra nodded. “Yeah. But get this - he got 
  
    firebending.”
  


 


  At this, both boys’ brows rose. “Huh,” Mako mused. “I’d have thought…”


 


  “Me too,” Korra replied. “Either way - he’s an accomplice.”


 


  “Well, we’re rounding everyone up now, so I’ll take him back to the station,” Mako said, taking Tahno’s unconscious body from Korra. “The people who are still conscious… they need hope.”


 


  Korra grinned slightly. “Well I’ve got some hope. Tahno, little weasel, gave me the location of the bloodbender.”


 


  Both boys gaped and leaned in. “Where? 
  
    Where where where?!” 
  
  Bolin wheezed.


 


  “Dragon Flats Borough.”


 


  “The old Equalist training camp??” Mako frowned. “It’s a very poetic location to choose… well, what are we waiting for? Let’s finish up things here and go get her.”


 


  Korra’s grin widened and she put her fist into her palm confidently. “Let’s go save Republic City.”


 


 


  “Tenzin, 
  
    seriously?”
  


 


  “She’s not going anywhere, Korra. Not tonight. And we - primarily 
  
    you -
  
   need to be at full strength if we’re going to storm her stronghold. There will be a lot of benders protecting her there - a lot of volatile, unpredictable benders.”


 


  Korra growled in frustration. She could sneak out while he was asleep, and she was sure Mako would join her, but she had a feeling Tenzin was right. Besides - she was hoping Noatak would show up on the beach tonight, because there was something that took precedence even over the bloodbender.


 


  Asami.


 


  Now that she knew Noatak could take bending without any adverse effects, she wanted Asami freed from the spirit’s influence as soon as possible. Heading down to the beach once night fell, Korra was relieved to see Noatak gracefully emerge from the water, approaching silently. “I have one thing to ask of you,” she said, getting straight to the point. “My friend Asami… she was affected by the spirit, too. Could you…”


 


  “Take me to her.”


 


  Korra breathed a sigh of relief. She led him from the beach to the small holding area on Air Temple Island. Normally it was only there for those who’d broken minor rules - Bolin liked to call it the “time out corner” - but Asami had been held there ever since the spirit possessed her. The guards were in the middle of exchanging shifts, so they didn’t have long - but they didn’t need long. Korra grabbed the cell keys hanging from the opposite wall and used them to unlock the cell Asami was restrained in. The woman inside had been unconscious, perhaps in a restless sleep, but she awoke at the sound of the jingling keyring. 


 


  Asami’s eyes narrowed immediately at the sight of Korra, but her expression changed into shock at the sight of Noatak. “Amon, huh? You hate me so much that you sent him to take me out? Finally wanted to finish the job and get rid of me?”


 


  Korra winced. “His name is Noatak,” she said quietly. “And he’s here to help you.”


 


  “He doesn’t help. He causes pain. Isn’t that what he does, 
  
    Korra? 
  
  He took your bending, took your friends’ bending, deceived an entire city, started a war, and gave you lingering nightmares. Don’t forget how you told me about those. How you relived it night after night. How weak and pathetic are you that you forgave him for that?”


 


  Korra ground her teeth in frustration. It was always this way, every time she came to visit Asami. Asami would insult, jab, say nasty things. It was so unlike her friend that Korra didn’t even see her in those green eyes anymore. It was if someone else had taken over. And it had. The spirit was in full control of her, and that was what kept Korra from snapping back. She glanced over at Noatak, whose expression was shielded. If he was impacted or offended by Asami’s words, he didn’t show it. Then again, Korra rarely ever knew what he was thinking or feeling. She nodded to him and he stepped forward. Asami struggled vehemently against her bonds, smoke flaring from her nostrils, but Noatak placed a hand on the back of her neck, holding her firmly, and pressed a thumb to her forehead.


 


  Asami screamed; a sound that made Korra ache down to her very bones. The spirit was resisting one last time before Noatak’s bloodbending snuffed it out. Then Asami went limp, her eyes closed, and Noatak stepped back. He turned his gaze to Korra, his expression stoic. “It is done.”


 


  Korra’s eyes shifted to Asami’s face. Her expression was slack, her brows unfurrowed. She hadn’t looked so at peace since before she’d been taken. Relief flooded Korra and tears sprouted in the corners of her eyes. No matter what happened, she now knew Asami was free and safe from the influence of the spirit. Asami was Asami again. Gratitude swelled in Korra and before she fully realized what she was doing, she raced over to Noatak, threw her arms around his waist, and buried her face in his chest. She squeezed him tightly even as he stiffened up, unsure of how to react; the tears came freely and she whispered, 
  
    “thank you.”
  


 


  Another moment passed before two strong arms slowly slid around her frame, holding her. Korra trembled, and once the tears slowed, she lifted her head to gaze up at him. Ice blue eyes looked down at her in return, and the intensity of their staring match grew until she felt heat flare through every part of her. She saw nothing else other than him. She felt nothing else. “You’re a good man,” she said softly.


 


  Noatak froze, and so did she. Those were words Korra never thought she’d say to someone like him, and it was clear he’d never expected to hear them. She’d spoken on pure instinct, without thought - but it was true, wasn’t it? He certainly hadn’t 
  
    always 
  
  been a good man… but he’d 
  
    become 
  
  one.


 


  “I must go,” Noatak finally said, ripping his eyes from her and stepping back out of her embrace. Moving around her gracefully, he went through the cell door and out of the holding area. Korra looked after him for a moment before composing herself and rushing over to Asami. She used the key to unlock all of her restraints and caught her when she fell out of them. Picking Asami up bridal style, Korra turned and carried her out of the holding area and back into the main temple.


 


  She saw Mako standing there in the foyer, almost as if he’d been waiting for her. Korra’s expression brightened and she opened her mouth to tell him about Asami’s freedom - but the darkness in his expression gave her pause. “W-What is it, Mako?” she asked, eyes widening slightly. “Do you see? Asami is free! Isn’t that great?”


 


  “Yeah,” he replied, arms folded over his chest. Anger flared in his amber eyes. “And the air temple guard told me exactly how it happened.”
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  Korra paled at first. Then anger filled her chest. “Are you really so stubborn that you’re going to ignore that Noatak saved Asami??” she demanded.


 


  “Oh, so he’s 
  
    Noatak 
  
  now?” Mako scowled. “Are you forgetting what he’s done? What he could still do??”


 


  Korra bit back a harsh reply. In all her encounters with Noatak up until now, she’d learned that letting her anger get the best of her had never turned out well. Acting rashly, as Korra was so often prone to do, had done more harm than good, especially since her initial arrival at Republic City. Korra swallowed down the hot rage in her throat and looked down at Asami’s peaceful face. What really mattered was that her closest friend had been returned to her. She looked so beautiful despite the circles under her eyes and how gaunt her face had become. 


 


  Finally she looked back up at Mako. Her expression was stone cold but her voice was calm, devoid of the anger she felt. “What matters is that Asami is safe. And we have the location of the bloodbender and this mess will be over by tomorrow.” Turning away, she began heading towards the infirmary to allow the temple’s healers to examine her. Stopping briefly, she glanced back at Mako. “And just so you know… the reason Tahno gave up the bloodbender’s location… the reason we’re going to be able to stop this before it’s too late… is because of Noatak.”


 


  Once in the infirmary, Korra decided to stay and help. She’d trained under Katara after all; Katara was a legendary healer and Korra had picked up quite a few useful things from her. Once Asami was tended to and nothing else could be done except letting her rest, Korra’s shoulders sagged and she realized just how tired she really was. Retiring to bed for the night wasn’t as difficult as she thought it’d be.


 


 


  
    A soft swish caused Korra’s eyes to open. It was still dark, and the breeze coming in through the open temple window ruffled her blanket slightly. Korra froze in her spot, however, when she saw a hooded shadow blocking out some of the faint moonlight streaming into the room.
  


 


  
    It was Noatak. He’d slipped in through the window, quietly enough that anyone in a deep sleep wouldn’t have been disturbed at all. Korra’s face grew warm and her expression softened. “What are you doing here?” she asked softly. “Don’t get me wrong - I’m not complaining.”
  


 


  
    As she tossed her blankets aside and got up, stretching her legs a bit and approaching him, Noatak didn’t move or answer. He was unblinking, intent, his shoulders rigid. The posture and lack of an answer gave Korra pause. She frowned slightly. “Err… you okay? Did something happen??”
  


 


  
    His hand darted out, grabbing her wrist. Korra froze, fear palpitating her heart for a split second before she recognized the look in his icy blue eyes. They were predatory; the same look he’d given her when he’d kissed her… A whole different kind of heat immediately flooded Korra’s veins and her skin flushed with goosebumps as he tugged her in. “N-Noatak?” she questioned. “I-I thought you said it was just… one.”
  


 


  
    “I lied,” he said simply, his voice rough gravel on dark velvet, thrilling Korra from her head to her toes. He tugged her in by her wrist and his free arm slid around her waist fluidly, pressing her body against his own. When his mouth met hers, Korra couldn’t help the sound that bubbled up from her throat, a whimper spilling into his mouth. This granted Noatak’s tongue entrance into her own mouth and he explored it just as thoroughly and heatedly as he had on the beach, his strong and lithe fingers restlessly wandering her skin. A growl sounded low in his chest as one hand slid up her back and into her loose hair, grasping it firmly. It was like a dance, the way they began shuffling across the floor, unable to see where they were going but unwilling to part their passionate kiss. 
  


 


  
    Eventually Korra’s back found a wall and Noatak pressed her against it, barely leaving any room for her to breathe.
  


 


  
    But she didn’t want to breathe. All she wanted was him. More of him.
  


 


  
    Korra was only briefly disappointed when his lips left hers - because they found an utterly sensitive spot on her neck and began wandering her skin, leaving bites along the way. She momentarily wondered if he’d leave a mark, but frankly, she didn’t care if he did. She didn’t want him to stop. She didn’t ever want him to stop. 
  


 


  
    The sounds that came from Korra were unlike any she’d ever made before. The few times she’d kissed Mako or even the dreams she’d had of Asami were nothing compared to the absolute electricity racing through her body. No amount of firebending had ever gotten her so molten inside, filled with liquid heat coursing through every vein. The feeling only escalated when, while one hand was wandering her side beneath her top, the other slid down over her hip to grasp her thigh, lifting her leg to waist-level. This allowed him to press more firmly against her, and the heat that pooled in Korra’s abdomen was unlike anything she’d ever felt. Questions bubbled in her mind but she didn’t want to ruin the moment; instead she simply tugged his hood down, fingers twining in his hair as she clung desperately to him. 
  


 


  
    “I never thought this would happen,” she found herself sighing in desire, eyes clouded and hazy. 
  


 


  
    “I couldn’t help myself,” Noatak growled against her neck, thrusting his hips against her a few times and causing spikes of heat to jolt up her spine. The hand leaving tingles all along her ribs lifted a little higher, fingers brushing against the material of her simple bra. Korra blushed in embarrassment; she’d spent her life never caring for “girly” or feminine things, and choosing undergarments was no different. She briefly imagined what Asami might wear under her coordinated outfits. This wasn’t the first time Korra had imagined Asami in her underwear, but it was the first time she’d imagined the scenario with embarrassment instead of curiosity and desire. And now she wondered if Noatak would think of her as a little girl after all… or worse - not as a woman at all.
  


 


  
    But then the thought occurred to her that Noatak was inexperienced, too. From what little they’d talked about… it didn’t seem romance was ever in the cards from him. He’d admitted that himself. That thought soothed Korra’s insecurities and also made her even more glad he’d changed his mind.
  


 


  
    Because 
  
  
    this… 
  
  
    this was heaven.
  


 


  
    Finally Noatak pulled back, leaving a trail of saliva down her neck. She quivered in his grasp, eyes finally cracking open to gaze up at him. “Did… did you change your mind?” she finally managed to ask. “About us? About… leaving…?”
  


 


  
    “Yes,” he murmured, his voice low and raspy. It was clear he was holding himself back from going even further - and while Korra’s entire body was screaming for him to pick up where he left off, another part of her was aching for answers. For certainty. That maybe their story would have a happy ending. Her eyes were imploring as they locked with his. His expression softened. “I can’t leave you behind.”
  


 


  
    Noatak leaned in, but before his lips could meet hers again, Korra felt her body entombed in ice. It spread over her, covering her from head to toe until she couldn’t breathe anymore.
  


 


  When Korra’s eyes opened, she found herself staring at the empty ceiling. A cold, harsh breeze swept in through the window, ruffling her small blanket and chilling her skin. She immediately jerked awake, sitting up and looking around the empty, dimly lit room. Noatak was nowhere to be found; it was only Korra, covered in goosebumps and sweat and fighting a raging heat in her belly. That heat was smothered at the realization that it hadn’t been real. Noatak hadn’t come in the middle of the night. He hadn’t changed his mind. He hadn’t kissed her, explored her body, shown her passion she never knew. 


 


  
    It had all been a dream.
  


 


  And that thought made her feel more alone than ever.
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  A sigh ran through him as a light breeze came through the window, ruffling the hair that had grown down to his shoulders. There were plenty of scissors and razors to be found in the Sato mansion, very nice ones in fact, but he hadn’t been able to bring himself to cut his hair or shave his stubble. Doing so would make him look more like… well, like himself.


 


  And frankly, looking in the mirror was hard enough as it was.


 


  The Sato mansion had ironically been the perfect place to hide out while the chaos continued to unfold. It had plenty of ways to restrain Tarrlok and keep him safe, and it was practically abandoned since Sato’s daughter had chosen to live with the Avatar on Air Temple Island. 


 


  The Avatar… 
  
    Korra.
  


 


  Noatak had found himself thinking of her more and more often as each day passed by, and he had realized a while back why his attitude had begun to change - toward her, toward bending, toward all of it. 


 


  
    A memory.
  


 


  
    “How… dare you… bloodbend me!”
  


 


  
    His father was on his knees, his expression a darkly satisfying mixture of rage, shock, and fear. “What are you gonna do about it?” Noatak sneered. “You’re the weak one.” He contorted Yakone’s body, twisting it painfully. “You always say bloodbending is the most powerful thing in the world… but it isn’t. The 
  
  
    Avatar 
  
  
    is.”
  


 


  He had said that, hadn’t he? And he’d believed it. Noatak and Tarrlok’s father spent so long divulging all the horrible things he’d done in the underworld of Republic City, so long bragging about his bloodbending prowess and so long complaining about how the 
  
    Avatar 
  
  had taken it all away from him… that he hadn’t realized the real lesson he’d been teaching his children all along. 


 


  That there was one thing more powerful than bloodbending, or really any type of bending. 


 


  Noatak had initially thought that that was the ability to take bending away. That was why he’d spent years tirelessly manipulating his bloodbending ability to manage the feat. And what a feat it was. But no; after years of believing this, he’d finally realized in his jail cell that he’d been wrong, but he’d also been right. One thing 
  
    was 
  
  more powerful than bloodbending.


 


  
    The Avatar.
  


 


  Noatak still believed bending gave evil people an advantage over the innocent. It was a tool used to oppress and threaten. He would never change his mind on that, his monster of a father made sure of that. But he could see now that the Avatar was truly the bridge between the spirit and material worlds, and that her purpose was peace - for all. 


 


  It was one of the many reasons he knew he wasn’t meant to be here anymore. 


 


  The memories of his childhood and his father also reminded him that, even as a child, his first instinct had always been to run away. It was the first thing that had ever come to his mind when the conflicts with his father arose. When he’d finally had enough, his gut told him to run. But what good had that done him in the past? It had left him alone in the dark, and had helped morph him into the monster he’d become.


 


  So, when he’d finally opened his eyes to the situation here in Republic City, when he’d opened his eyes to the Avatar, Noatak had made the decision to see this through. Not for himself - for his brother. And… though he didn’t want to admit it… for Korra. His feelings toward her had crossed from enemy to… something more. Looking back on things, he felt that, despite his clashing ideals, he thought of the Avatar in a sort of awed, worshipful way. The Avatar had the power to rid the world of monsters like Yakone. Like the former Fire Lord.


 


  The world needed the Avatar, and Noatak’s biggest mistake had been attempting to take her away.


 


  He never imagined 
  
    himself 
  
  needing the Avatar, too.


 


  That was why, when this was finally over, leaving would be agonizing. But he had caused enough damage, and forcing the Avatar to spend her lifetime sneaking around with a criminal was unconscionable. 


 


  Noatak finally clambered to his feet, abandoning the brief serenity of his solitude and the calming breeze that came through the open window. It was time to have a conversation he’d been dreading. Noatak had taken Tarrlok’s bending once before, and he’d seen the consequences of his actions; as he’d seen in all of the people he’d taken bending from, Tarrlok had become a shell of his former self, as if the life was simply drained out of him. That vitality had been returned with his bending, but he’d also been given a portion of the blue spirit… and he’d become rageful, out of control. Much like Korra’s friend, the Sato girl. Noatak had loathed the idea of taking his bending again; Tarrlok was all he had left in the world, really, and to be the source of his pain yet again… 


 


  But was there any other way?


 


  Noatak had secured a room in the mansion far away enough from water that Tarrlok was unable to access it, and had frequently chi blocked his brother so he couldn’t use his bloodbending. It was interesting how the spirit’s “gift” had affected people differently - while Tarrlok and Noatak both had been given their unique bloodbending back, other people’s bending had been completely randomized and a few of them, such as that pro-bending moron, had gotten back a 
  
    different 
  
  form of bending. Fascinating. And yet they all shared one quality: the spirit was ever whispering in their ears, urging them to take action. To destroy each other. That there was nothing left worth saving. 


 


  Even now, Noatak heard it and had to close his eyes and enter a brief meditative state to ward it off.


 


  
    You think bending has ruined your life, 
  
  the spirit hissed. 
  
    No. 
  
  
    People 
  
  
    have ruined your life. I sense your spirituality; you’re far closer to the spirits than even you realize… so you know better than anyone else how we have suffered. You have seen parts of my history. How the humans burn and pillage and wage war. They’re not worth saving… and you know it.
  


 


  
    Come to the spirit world. I can bring you here. And leave humanity to wipe themselves out, as they deserve.
  


 


  So many times the spirit had whispered these words to him, and so many times Noatak had been inclined to agree. The spirit was right. Bending was a tool used by cruel people to do cruel things. It made it easier for the oppressors to oppress, for the tyrants to be tyrannic. To be free amongst the spirits, away from all memories of his father, his past, his awful deeds, the selfish longing he had for the Avatar; it was tempting. Certainly.


 


  But he had to stop what he’d helped start before it was too late. 


 


  When Noatak opened his eyes and lifted a foot to move forward, a blue shimmer floated around him, circling like a vulture. It was the spirit himself, like a slippery eel, beckoning him with its red and black eyes. This was certainly not the first time Noatak had seen spirits; he’d seen them on quite a few occasions, especially as a child, and even more so during the winter solstice. His father had never cared; he’d only cared about his bloodbending prowess, and so Noatak had focused on that and dismissed the spirits he’d seen. 


 


  And he’d never told anyone else. 


 


  Noatak took a deep breath in, resisted the impulses the spirit was trying to send through his body, and exited the room. Heading down the stairs and rounding a corner, Noatak traversed several hallways, still marveling at the size of the mansion. How one man could afford so much luxury, he’d never understand. Sato and his money had been useful at one point; and he continued to do so, though he was unaware of the cause he was inadvertently supporting now. 


 


  Noatak slowly unlocked and pushed open a door that led into a room with a small, closed window. Tarrlok paced the room, his blue eyes filled with irritation. “You think you can keep me occupied with books, brother?” he demanded.


 


  “You’re awake,” Noatak greeted.


 


  “Astute observation,” Tarrlok snapped. “I assume you’ve come to chi block me again? You say you got rid of the ‘Amon’ persona, and here you are practicing your Equalist techniques. How does it feel to be a hypocrite??”


 


  “You have no idea how dangerous you are.”


 


  “Oh, believe me, I do.” Tarrlok stopped in place, hands folded behind his back. His brows were furrowed and a scowl curled his lips; a permanent expression lately, it seemed. “Have you finally come to finish the job? To take my bending for a second time?”


 


  Noatak went silent. He wasn’t sure how to respond; because although he hadn’t firmly made the decision, he’d been debating it for weeks now. He had the means, and he had good reason. He’d taken the bending of many people now, had saved them from the spirit’s vengeance; but could he do it to his brother? Could he live with himself? The question had run through his mind endlessly, and he still didn’t have an answer. Not for Tarrlok, not for himself. 


 


  Tarrlok’s expression darkened. “You don’t have the stones to do it. You’re a coward, brother.”


 


  “And you sound just like our father.”


 


  The statement had surprised both of them. But it seemed to have broken through to Tarrlok, at least momentarily, because his expression went from angry to wounded. Tarrlok turned away, staring at one of the bland paintings on the wall. The entire mansion was littered with them; expressionless, put there purely to show wealth. “Monsters like our father are exactly the reason why we should put an end to this city,” Tarrlok whispered. Noatak knew it was the spirit speaking, and he hated that he had a point. Monsters like Yakone had always existed and always would exist as long as humanity continued. 


 


  But that was the way of the world, wasn’t it?


 


  “How are your little escapades with the Avatar going?” Tarrlok finally asked, turning halfway to look at his brother. “Have you managed to find the bloodbender? Dragon Flats Borough, yes…? Tahno told you… 
  
    correct?”
  


 


  Noatak’s brows furrowed and panic filled his chest; an unfamiliar emotion, one he’d only felt a few times. One being when he’d been exposed as a fraud by the Avatar herself. He fought to conceal his expression and his emotions lest Tarrlok or the spirit saw them; but the revelation he’d just had was horrifying.


 


  
    He had never told Tarrlok any of it.
  


 


  Pieces were put together in a matter of moments and Noatak realized that firstly, the spirit could not only access his memories and influence his mind, it could observe things through his eyes. Secondly, the spirit, though occupying many different people, had a hive mind; it could access the memories of one and give the information to another. 


 


  So not only did Tarrlok know of everything he’d done with Korra - 
  
    everything - 
  
  but the bloodbender herself likely knew, too.


 


  
    She knew everything.
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  When Noatak arrived on the beach just after dawn, he wasn’t surprised to see it empty. Judging by the position of the moon, it was mostly likely 1 in the morning. Korra was probably getting some much-needed rest; but this was important enough to wake her. 


 


  He gracefully climbed the rocks and snuck past the air temple guards and found his way to her window. He dipped inside, quiet as a mouse, and stopped in his tracks when he saw her laying on her side, knees curled up to her waist. Her eyes were closed and her chest rose and fell in deep, even breaths; she looked so peaceful that he regretted having to disturb her. A small part of him wished he could be next to her. He briefly remembered the time they’d spent trapped in the cave system beneath Aang Memorial Island. They’d rested close to one another to ward off the chill of being so far underground, and though he’d denied it harshly then, Noatak could no longer deny that it had warmed him from head to toe in more ways than one. Korra had ignited urges he didn’t even know he could feel. Romance and intimacy were things he’d never had time for. Never had use for. And now, he didn’t deserve to have them. Allowing her to kiss him, allowing all of those little moments of intimacy, had been selfish of him. 


 


  Because he knew they could never be, and he knew he had to leave. Forever.


 


  Finally he willed himself to approach and crouch silently by her. A hand instinctively reached out to touch her, but he hesitated and lowered it to his side. “Avatar,” he rumbled quietly. “Wake up.”


 


  Korra’s eyes popped open and she jerked up, hands clenching into fists in a panic. Noatak sensed her panic and caught her fists in his hands before she could bend at him or simply punch him in the face. Within moments, Korra was fully awake and alert and her shoulders sagged in relief. Though her hands unclenched, she made no move to remove them from his grasp, instead simply peering up at him with a strange mixture of emotion in her blue eyes. “Are you real?” she asked softly.


 


  His brows furrowed in confusion. “Yes,” he answered.


 


  Korra’s hands slowly twisted to lace her fingers through his own in a very intimate gesture. “I didn’t expect to see you again before we went to Dragon Flats Borough,” she murmured, her expression softening. Something twisted in Noatak’s gut at the look in her eyes; perhaps he’d woken her from an exceptionally pleasant dream… and the look on her face, her disheveled hair and clothes and the blankets cast aside over her hips brought up images from his own dreams. Flesh on flesh, the sound of quickening breath; loose tendrils of brown hair, hazy blue eyes. His name uttered low and long with an arch of her back.


 


  Noatak forced the thoughts down, ignored more whisperings from the spirit, and pulled his hands away. The daze cleared from Korra’s eyes and she frowned. “Wait… why 
  
    are 
  
  you here?” she asked.


 


  “I have… unpleasant news.”


 


  Korra sat up a little straight, rubbing the sleep from her eyes and brushing some hair out of her face. It was clear she was disgruntled. “Great,” she muttered. “Well, spit it out Mister Silent and Broody.”


 


  His lip quirked just slightly. Her nicknames for him, while unoriginal, had their charms. The half-smile faded as he divulged what he’d learned about the spirit, his brother, and the bloodbender. When he finally finished, sitting on his knees and setting his hands on his lap, Korra put her face in her hands. “She knows everything.” Her voice was monotone. When she finally lifted her gaze to Noatak, he could see that she was defeated. “We have no upper hand. She could have been orchestrating this all along. She’ll be waiting for us at the Borough. It’s… it’s over.”


 


  The crushed look on Korra’s face and the tears sprouting from the corners of her eyes tugged on Noatak’s chest painfully. At one point in his life he would have relished the tears of the Avatar, but now he wished only for the pain to stop. Both hers, and his own. “I think it’s time,” he finally said, his voice low and haggard. 


 


  Korra looked up with tear-stained eyes, confused. Noatak met her gaze, his expression grim. “You have to take my bending. Rid me of the spirit.”


 


  Her protests were unsurprising. “B-but I still don’t know how!” She argued, brows furrowing.


 


  “That is an excuse because you don’t want to.” His voice hardened. “But it is not my responsibility to heal the rift. It’s the Avatar’s.”


 


  “It 
  
    is 
  
  your responsibility, because 
  
    you 
  
  caused it! At least part of it!” Korra argued, her voice remaining hushed, probably so as not to attract any guards. 


 


  Noatak went silent, his lips curling into a scowl. There was that signature Korra abrasiveness; part of him found it infuriating, but the other part found it extremely attractive. She was headstrong, and now, she was also wiser. He found himself struggling between wanting to lecture her and wanting to silence her with his mouth. Noatak sat back on his knees, folding his hands in his lap and letting out a calming breath. “The Avatar’s duty is to bring balance to the world,” he finally said.


 


  “Even if I wanted to… I’m still not ready,” Korra whimpered. “I can’t access my energybending. I’ve always sucked at the spiritual side of things. I’m the worst Avatar ever.”


 


  Noatak lifted a hand, extending it to her - palm up. Korra looked at the hand offered and then set hers atop it, no hesitation. It was obvious how much their relationship had changed, even in that one simple gesture. He remembered the first time he’d told her to touch his hand; a test. A test that she was willing to risk it, to open her mind, in order to save the city. “The first time we did this,” he said calmly, “it was a test. To see if you were willing to take risks and do whatever it took to save the city. Do you remember?”


 


  “Yes,” she whispered. 


 


  “Are you not still willing?”


 


  Korra’s brows furrowed. “Well, yes, but -”


 


  “I’ve studied the spirits. Studied the Avatar. Not only was it part of our schooling in the tribe, it was also a personal interest. I know about many of the past Avatars; their feats, their sacrifices. You sacrificed your own bending to try to do what you thought was right. Does that make you a terrible Avatar…?”


 


  “Well… I…” Korra bit her lip and looked away.


 


  “Look at me,” Noatak rumbled, keeping his hand in place. Warmth continued to spread up his arm, resonating from their touching fingers. Korra obeyed. When she did, his gaze intensified. “You have what every Avatar needs; a strong spirit, and the willpower to do what is right. You may not have accessed energybending just yet… but you will. And whether or not you have it now, you must help these people and put a stop to this blue spirit.”


 


  Tears once again pricked Korra’s eyes. “Thank you,” she sniffled. Finally she looked back up at him. “But that means you won’t be able to help us… if the spirit knows everything, we can’t formulate a new plan. The spirit will hear everything.”


 


  Noatak nodded grimly. “That is correct.” A pause. “But I can still help.” At Korra’s look of confusion, he continued, coming up with the idea as he said it: “create a plan. Without me. I will still be there at Dragon Flats Borough, however, and I will assist while improvising.”


 


  “You are really smart, so that might work!” Korra’s face lit up. She still hadn’t let go of his hand, and that fact darkened Noatak’s chest with pain. She wanted him just as much as he wanted her, but he had to deny them both. It wasn’t meant to be, and it would be cruel of him to give her - or himself - hope. “So I’ll see you tomorrow? At the borough??” she questioned.


 


  He nodded, pulling his hand away and hating how the lack of her presence left him feeling cold and hollow. He’d never meant to get attached. His purpose in life was not love; it was revolution. And here he was, having failed at both.


 


  Noatak turned away from her, leaping out the window.


 


 


  Dragon Flats borough was a massive blob of all shades of gray; the buildings, the roads, even the people it seemed, were dull and drab. Most of the buildings were nearly identical with flat roofs and balconies facing the streets. It was the poorest section of the town, and as such, was the most depressing - both for its residents and visitors. The triads warred over turf here more than anywhere else in Republic City, at least until he’d put on Amon’s mask and began his revolution, so the place put Noatak on edge as he leaped across rooftops, heading for his old Equalist hideout. It was ironic that the bloodbender had chosen the place (probably on purpose) to repurpose for her own revolution - one he was eager to take down, once and for all. It was cruel, forcing bending on people who didn’t want it.


 


  Was this how the Avatar felt when going to take him down? To stop the Equalists?


 


  The night air was cool and crisp and the wind stung as it whipped his face. Noatak gracefully landed in front of an unsuspecting book store, forcing his way through the front door. The owner, who had been locking up cabinets and closing the register, recognized Noatak immediately. “A-Amon!” he squeaked, horrified. There was no admiration in the man’s face… not anymore. Just terror as he looked up at the fraud he used to worship. A fraud - but a powerful one, capable of killing him if he chose. The man knew this and backed away until his back hit a shelf, scattering books on the floor. “I-I thought you were - well I-I’d heard you’d escaped prison but -”


 


  “I’m not here for you, Shoji,” Noatak growled, heading around the register counter, toward the back of the shop. “Tell me, though - are there any other ways into this training camp?”


 


  “Y-You mean since…”


 


  Noatak nodded. Shoji trembled, eyes shifting. “T-There has to be, because I closed up my cellar entrance,” he wailed. “I-I didn’t want those violent benders t-tearing up my shop!”


 


  Noatak shifted his gaze back down to the sealed up cellar entrance. It had been reinforced with platinum; no wonder Shoji looked like he was about to go out of business. It must’ve cost a fortune to assure no earthbender could get through it. “I’m curious, Shoji, to know how a low-class urchin like yourself was able to afford pure platinum.”


 


  Shoji paled and stumbled in his fear, causing more books to fall on top of his head. Noatak’s brow rose in amusement. “I’m not here for you. I’m here for the benders. To stop them. Now let me into your cellar… or I’ll force my way in, and if I’m assuming correctly by the state of your store… you will be bankrupt.”


 


  Noatak was bluffing, of course. There was no way he’d be able to bust the vault open without bloodbending Shoji to force him to unlock it - and that was out of the question because he swore to never use his bloodbending again. So he wouldn’t make good on his threat - but to many people, especially nonbenders now, Amon was a boogeyman, something evil to fear, something to check under ones bed to make sure he wasn’t hiding there. So Shoji practically scrambled to unlock the vault, struggling to swing the heavy platinum door open. 


 


  As he waited, Noatak became pensive and his father’s face flashed through his mind. The rage and fear in his eyes as Noatak used his bloodbending on him. Even back then, he’d admired the Avatar - and as he grew up, having run away and spent the rest of his life on his own, that admiration had twisted into a mindset of hatred. He’d made many mistakes, and even though he still fought with those dark thoughts, with his wishes for bending to be annihilated, he knew now that he had a greater purpose.


 


  He was there to help the Avatar. The most powerful force in the world. And he would fight until the bitter end to see this through.


 


  So it was with no hesitation, no darkness or reluctance, that Noatak entered the dirt tunnel that the platinum vault door revealed.


 


  It was time.
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    Part Twenty-Five
  


 

Taking out the bender standing guard was a ridiculously easy task. On top of Noatak’s evasion skills, this bender clearly had no mastery over their power and their movements were clumsy and left many open spaces for retaliation. As he silently lowered the frail man to the ground, Noatak eyed his gear. It would be a little tight, since the man was thin, but it would have to work. If he wanted to remain inconspicuous, he’d have to blend in; and his current clothing, needless to say, stood out.

 

After a quick change, putting his own clothes on the unconscious guard, Noatak dragged the man’s body to a dark corner where he’d be hard to notice, and continued on his way. He knew this place like the back of his hand, and he would do this quickly and quietly.  Without his bending. He’d done enough charity work. The Avatar wouldn’t approve, but if he was going to help, he was going to do things his own way. Besides, ridding the people of their bending and fixing this mess was her job, and if he did it for her, she wouldn’t learn anything. Another theory he had was that since the well was destroyed, what remained of the spirit now resided in the bloodbender. If she was defeated, perhaps the others would be set free. But that was only a theory, and the spirit whispered menacingly in the back of his mind to leave it alone.

 

He wondered how she was faring. What their new plan was. He almost preferred being kept out of the loop anyways; as Amon, he was all about strategy, but he’d abandoned that facade in those caves. Improvisation seemed to be the better tool now… and he was quite good at it. 

 

 It won’t help you now, a voice hissed in his mind. 

 


   That doesn’t matter. You may know what I’m up to, but you have no idea what the Avatar is capable of.  


 

When it came down to it, he trusted her with his life. And he’d give his for her. 

 

The tunnels of the complex would’ve been confusing for anyone else; but he (and Korra) had traversed them before. Despite that, it appeared the bloodbender had made a few upgrades by dotting several areas with holding cells. 

 

And in one of those cells he found a man with shaggy black hair, a long pencil mustache, and piercing blue eyes. “Lieutenant,” Noatak greeted with a monotone voice, though surprise tainted his chest. He’d been captured too? Having bending forced on someone was heinous in and of itself; but seeing it done to Equalists, people who so vehemently opposed bending and for righteous reasons, was a new level of terrible.  They deserved it,  the blue spirit whispered.  You’ll use bending to destroy each other. Humans will get what they deserve. 

 

 Who hurt you? Noatak thought with exasperation. The Lieutenant looked up and a myriad of emotions crossed the man’s face. Finally he settled on disdain and his eyes narrowed on Noatak, a scowl curling his lip. “If it isn’t the hypocrite and traitor,” he rasped.

 

Noatak said nothing. The Lieutenant was entitled to his feelings. He reached to unlock the cell, but a foreign presence in his body, a similar feeling to bloodbending, stopped him. He struggled, his body visibly trembling as he fought the spirit. This happened often; the spirit hissed,  this is what happens to those who don’t succumb to the violence. They deflate. They become useless sacks of flesh, and therefore they are locked away to rot. Forever.  

 

 Not if I have anything to do about it. He’d overcome his brother’s bloodbending, and he’d overcome the spirit’s influence before. He could do it again. Noatak began straining to move forward. Trembling fingers brushed the lock before managing to waterbend water into the lick, freezing it and breaking it. 

 

The door swung open - but the Lieutenant didn’t move, only stared at Noatak warily. Even when Noatak stepped aside, gesturing for him to leave, the man didn’t move a muscle. “Why are you doing this?” He finally asked.

 

“Because a cage will not be your home.”

 

“No. I mean…” he vaguely gestured all around himself. “Why are you doing…  all of this?” 

 

Noatak hesitated. How did he tell someone so devoted to the Equalists that he’d had a change of heart? Would he understand? “Because bending should never be forced on anyone,” he eventually answered. 

 

The Lieutenant still seemed confused and leery, but he finally exited the cell, keeping his sharp eyes on Noatak the entire time. Noatak wasted no time in doing the same to the rest of the cells, freeing the other prisoners in the same fashion; he met little resistance from the spirit, who seemed preoccupied. But he heard a terrible whisper in his mind:  you will pay for this.  

 

Images flashed across Noatak’s mind; sights, sounds, smells that were not his own. Memories of the spirit… 

 

So much had happened to this blue spirit. So much.

 

 I don’t care what you’ve been through,  Noatak thought with determination.  I will not let you sow chaos. I won’t let you stop the Avatar from bringing balance to this world. I know that if Korra sees your history, she will want to help you. But I can’t let her. You must be destroyed. 

 

 Then you will die trying to stop me, the spirit warned. 

 

Noatak smiled grimly, making his way further into the training camp. All was quiet for a short while, until he felt a shift in the spirit’s demeanor; confusion. Occasionally he could see glimpses into the spirit’s mind, although it preferred to separate Noatak from the hive mind due to his strong resistance to its power. But he managed to learn one piece of information:  it had discovered the presence of a group of people who weren’t under its control. 

 

Noatak immediately and carefully cleared his mind of all thoughts; he didn’t want to aid the spirit in any way. Instead he focused on trying to figure out where the bloodbender was - because if she found the other group first, they might not succeed after all.

 

And more importantly:  a certain someone was in grave danger. 

 


 

The tension between the members of the group was palpable. Korra led the party into the training camp through the way she’d come in when she’d been with Tarrlok’s task force. She was accompanied by Mako, Bolin, Tenzin, Chief Beifong, and an entire platoon of the metalbending police force. 

 

The tension stemmed from the fact that the entire group knew that Korra had been seeing Noatak (though they didn’t know about any of the romance) and they, of course, immensely disapproved. Even after all he’d done to help them, they still didn’t trust him in the slightest - and Korra understood that, despite being frustrated by their lack of support. So she didn’t fight the issue or argue with them over details. They made their own plan to sneak in dressed as the guards they took out on the way in (and seeing Tenzin in a tight black uniform was mover-worthy), and it had worked swimmingly so far. The bloodbender was going to get what was coming to her, and the city would be saved from this chaotic uprising. 

 

As they moved further in the training camp, which seemed even bigger than Korra remembered, the group slowed their run to a walk and acted as casually as possible. It was a huge relief that the bender group used masks, like the Equalists had, because they would have been very recognizable otherwise. It was probably a good thing that the spirit found out they were planning to storm the place; because if it hadn’t, they wouldn’t have come up with the idea to sneak in under disguise.

 

Man, Noatak was right. They really  did seem to do the whole disguise thing a lot.

 

But it usually worked, didn’t it?

 

The group separated to cover more ground, but made plans to regroup in an hour in a break area they’d come across. They’d find out as much information as they could about where exactly the bloodbender was in the facility, then make a plan of and defeat her once and for all.

 

Korra found herself in a training room. In it were three other people who looked identical to her, and all three were sparring openly with each other, using various forms of bending. She wondered if they’d been benders before, or if they were ordinary citizens who’d accepted the “gift” they’d been given. “Hey guys,” she said with a wave, and the three barely glanced over at her before continuing their match. Korra stepped further into the room, sliding the door closed behind her, trying to get herself into the mindset of these people so she wouldn’t stand out or be caught. 

 

They were possessed by this spirit. Violent, especially to nonbenders, and unpredictable. Korra had spent so much time lately trying to control her impulsivity, but it would serve her well in this situation.  “Hey!” she growled, clenching her fists. “Don’t ignore me when I’m talking to you unless you want to start another fight!”

 

The benders paused, a few earth pucks falling to the ground as they stopped the match. “What do you want, Asui?” one of them demanded. “Shouldn’t you be on Patrol B right now?”

 

“Got important news for our… leader,” Korra said, letting her natural bravado shine through. “News on the Avatar.”

 

“She’s in her usual spot,” another of the trio answered. “Did you find someone to cover your shift??”

 

“Yeah, I got the new guy on it,” Korra lied. “This place is huge. You guys know I’m not good with directions. Where was it again?”

 

The middle one, obviously the leader type of the three, sighed. “Down hallway C, take a left. Her personal training dojo. Get it together, Asui. We’re tired of picking up your slack!”

 

Korra gave them a rude gesture and exited the training dojo. “Now where the hell is hallway C?” she muttered to herself. As she looked for the right place, Korra went about freeing other prisoners and silently taking out the guards that looked after them. Everything was going seamlessly.

 

Which was worrisome. Before all of this mess in Republic City, Korra wouldn’t have thought anything of it. It was simply due to her skill and talent that the mission was going so well. 

 

But now that she’d learned so much - and failed so much - she knew better than to be lulled into a false sense of security. Korra kept highly alert, doing her best to anticipate anything going wrong. 

 

The group met up before their hour was up; and it seemed like the others had been just as busy. The entire facility was on high alert now, so they didn’t have much time to formulate a plan. If they were caught standing around, they’d be found out for sure. Korra gave the others the information she’d learned, but they’d all been given different instructions themselves. Tenzin’s voice grew grim at the news. “They may be onto us. Or perhaps it’s just security protocol. Either way, this isn’t good. Our only option is to split up to look for her… but I don’t like the idea of any of us facing her alone. Even if she can’t bloodbend right now, she’s still going to be a tough adversary.”

 

“We can do this,” Korra reassured with determination in her eyes.

 

The group split once more and Korra eventually found hallway C, courtesy of Bolin. The problem was, there were plenty of left turns dotted all along the hallway, and she had no idea which one led to the bending leader. She poked her head in every door, and more than once she had to make up some excuse for her actions when everyone was supposed to be on high alert, looking for the intruders who freed the prisoners. The fact that there even  were prisoners was very telling, Korra realized. It meant that the spirit had limits to how many people it could keep under its control.

 

If it wasn’t all-powerful, there had to be a way to defeat it. 

 

Finally Korra found the dojo; she half-expected the bloodbender to have escaped for safety to avoid being caught, but the woman, wearing all black, sat in the middle of the dojo with her legs folded and her hands serenely atop her knees. She had long, wavy red hair, tanned skin, and bright green eyes; if she hadn’t been the enemy, Korra would have been immensely attracted to her. 

 

But the woman hadn’t moved; merely stared at her. The implications of this were staggering, and ice slid down Korra’s spine at the realization:  this was a set up. The spirit knew she was here all along, and had purposely led her here. 

 


   Alone. 


 

Korra immediately clenched her hands into her fists and spread her stance, preparing for the worst. “Y-You can’t bloodbend me, it’s not a full moon,” she said, trying to sound braver than she felt. “And you can’t take my bending, either. You’re no Amon - and you don’t scare me. You’re no match for me.”

 

“Perhaps,” the woman replied. 

 

They were so silent that Korra wouldn’t have known they were there if she hadn’t seen the shadows. From all sides, benders filed in, until the room held 14 people in total. That left little room for fighting without destroying the place, and while Korra was sure of her skill with bending, she didn’t think even  she could defeat that many unscathed.

 

This wasn’t good.

 

But what other choice did she have? This was her duty - the Avatar’s duty - to put an end to this once and for all. So she lit flames in her hands, and within moments the room was pulled into chaos. Fire, water, and earth flew in all directions - due to her airbending training, Korra was able to evade much of it more smoothly than she ever would have done in the past - but she still took hits that left scratches and bruises, knocking her off balance. As the fight dragged on it became more and more clear that she was outnumbered. Her spirits fell more and more but she continued pushing on, her attacks becoming more fervent and desperate.

 

Her fears were soothed the moment she saw an all-too familiar figure bolt into the room, gracefully evading attacks thrown at him like a leopard-bear on the prowl.  “Noatak!” Korra cried in relief, her fighting spirit invigorated by his presence. The battle roared too strongly for him to take away anyone’s bending, but he was able to use his chi-blocking to a desirable effect. Many of the benders still fought violently but were unable to use bending to beat their opponents down. The bloodbender sat in the middle of all the chaos; it was clear she no longer intended to run.

 

Good.

 

But instead of turning on Korra to begin battle, like Korra had expected, the bloodbender gathered water in between her hands - and like lightning, threw the forming icicles at Noatak. He was able to bend them out of the way at first, but the bloodbender’s onslaught - along with the other benders still fighting hand-to-hand to the last breath, was proving to be too much. And Korra was surrounded by four benders herself, unable to save him.

 

Eventually the ice pierced his side, causing him to stumble just enough for several more to bury themselves in his flesh. Korra made a risky move and earthbended the soil beneath the floorboards to trap the benders around her, using the brief opportunity to race toward Noatak. She wasn’t going to let this psychopath kill him, not if it was the last thing she did. Korra flung herself in front of him, using herself as a shield and expecting the cold needles to pierce her -



But instead, something passed  into her. All at once, she felt warmth, ice, rage, and anguish. Then everything went black.

  



26. History
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    History
  



  

  




  When Korra awoke, she found herself back on the streets of Dragon Flats Borough. Night had fallen, and despair welled up in her chest; where was everyone? Where was the bloodbender? Had they lost? Had she been left for dead? 
  
    Was she already dead?
  


 


  The building near Korra exploded, flames lighting up the entire area with their immense glow. She gasped and headed toward the destruction - and coming out of the house at a full run were members of the Triple Threat Triad. But instead of slamming into her, they passed right through.


 


  Right then and there, Korra knew that this had to be some sort of dream or vision. She was meant to witness this, nothing more. So, with a deep frown, she entered the burning building. The flames didn’t singe her skin nor did the smoke cloud her lungs; so she barreled through the house, shabby beams collapsing through her ethereal form, until she found a body laying on the top floor. Korra recognized this figure as the bloodbender; the woman with the red hair. The flames creeped ever closer and still the woman hadn’t awakened - Korra screamed with all of her might and even tried to pick her up, but it was useless. This was a memory, and all Korra could do was watch the carnage. 


 


  The woman only awoke when the flames began burning through her shoe. She screamed as they spread up her leg, coughed as the smoke filled her chest, and began weakly pulling herself toward her bedroom window. It was her only chance of escape and both she and Korra knew it. It took all of the woman’s strength to pull her top half over the window, and continued to scream as the flames burned through her pants and up over her hip. She batted at her leg as she pulled herself through; and the sand she landed on when she fell two stories put out the rest of the flames. Korra followed her, floating down to the ground and feeling tears prick the corners of her eyes at the state the woman was in. 


 


  She’d saved herself, but the damage had been done. Her leg was still smoking and was covered in third degree burns, and she’d broken her right arm in her fall. There were cuts on her body and Korra realized that hadn’t come from the fire, but from the gang members she’d seen leaving the woman’s home. This had been a robbery that had gone terribly wrong, and they’d left so they weren’t caught. 


 


  Eventually the woman blacked out, and Korra found herself in the very Equalist training camp she’d been in before. Except this time, it was filled with Equalists, all being trained in the art of chi-blocking and being given their assignments across the city. Korra’s eyes widened when she saw the red-head there, practicing; 
  
    she’d been a follower of Amon. She’d been an Equalist. 
  


 


  It made sense when Korra thought more about it. This woman’s life had nearly been taken by benders, and they had taken everything she owned. Dragon Flats Borough was a poor neighborhood and there was no way the woman would’ve been reimbursed for the possessions she lost in the fire. No wonder she turned to Amon… he was preaching exactly what that woman had so desperately wanted to hear.


 


  Korra saw another familiar face approach the red-headed woman - it was the Lieutenant, Amon’s right hand man. Korra wondered where he was now… if he’d been captured, too. “Rasha Kataar, you’ve been promoted,” the Lieutenant said. “Report to Amon directly for your new orders.”


 


  The glow on Rasha’s face made Korra’s stomach flip-flop. It was clear she didn’t just admire the Equalist cause; she admired 
  
    Amon himself. 
  
  Perhaps as more than a leader…? It was stupid and childish for Korra to feel a pang of jealousy, especially when this woman had clearly been infatuated with a monster rather than a man, but it was still there, green and angry and gnawing at her. Korra forced the feeling down as she was transported from the training dojo to that fateful day. The day Amon had taken her bending; the day he’d been exposed as a fraud. She watched from the streets as he got thrown out the window and landed in the bay. Korra remembered the utter satisfaction she’d had in that moment, seeing him exposed for what he really was. That satisfaction was short-lived, followed quickly by despair over losing her bending. 


 


  It took Korra a moment to remember that this man, the monster who’d nearly wrecked the city, was now the man she had immense feelings for. The man she’d dreamt of on more than one occasion, those dreams filled with heat and desire and goosebumps. It was so strange to think about how far they’d come, and what had transpired since this day.


 


  Korra saw Rasha nearby, on the bridge. She was watching with wide eyes as Amon rose up out of the water, panicked and vulnerable. Korra could see tears glistening in her eyes as her savior was outed right in front of her. 


 


  Suddenly Korra was overcome with compassion. She liked to think that in these moments, pacifist Aang was lending her his never ending patience and empathy to those that were undeserving - which usually ended up being the ones that needed it the most. She wondered if he’d be proud of her now. If any of the past Avatars would. She also wondered if she’d live up to their legacy.


 


  Korra was transported once more to a different location, and the familiarity of it caused panic to rise in her lungs, making it difficult to breathe. She was in the caves below Aang Memorial Island again, and claustrophobia creeped into her veins. She was caved in again, unable to access her bending, close to death by dehydration and starvation and she would never escape -


 


  The well she and Noatak had destroyed, large and vibrant and blue, appeared before her, as if beckoning her. Taking a deep breath to calm herself, Korra moved to take a step toward it and paused when she saw Rasha on her knees, broken and dirty and starving. Rasha was staring at the well with tears in her eyes; she was broken-hearted with absolutely nothing left.


 


  Which meant she also had nothing to lose. 


 


  Korra knew what desperation could drive people to do, and her sympathy for the woman only grew and grew with every new flashback. Korra watched as Rasha crawled into the well, and was completely enveloped by it.


 


  And suddenly Korra couldn’t resist the urge to approach it herself. So she did, reaching out with trembling fingers, and when she touched the blue mist, everything went dark again.


 


 


  When Korra awoke this time, she found herself in an ethereal place - the plant life, the creatures, everything around her was vibrant and 
  
    alive. 
  
  She knew without hesitation that she was in the spirit world - the real question is, was she 
  
    really 
  
  there or was this just another vision?


 


  At this point, Korra didn’t have control over her body. It was clear that she was being shown specific memories and she simply had to follow the path laid out for her. Through the sky she went, passing by several fish-shaped spirits that romped around playfully, and from this vantage point she could see everything. Korra gasped - 
  
    this was a lion turtle. 
  
  Korra remembered learning the history of humans and spirits and how they once co-existed, but her spiritual side as the Avatar had always been sorely lacking and so she’d never really seen any of it for herself. 


 


  Hovering over a large and vibrant forest filled with spirits, Korra watched as a group of humans, holding fire in the palms of their hands, entered the forest with the clear intention of hunting. This was when she realized that this wasn’t the spirit world - this was the era before the split, when humans and spirits lived together in one world. 


 


  She watched the men make their way through. All seemed well until a dark spirit - something Korra had never seen face to face before, but now realized just how terrifying they were - attacked one of the hunters and the humans lashed out with their fire.


 


  It was heart-breaking how quickly the forest burned down, and how many spirits, innocent ones, perished or were driven out of their homes by the flames. Amongst those fleeing she could see a blue eel-like spirit, wounded but still alive. Was that the blue spirit that had been terrorizing Republic City…?


 


  Korra frowned. She could already hear Aang’s voice in her head. 
  
    We do not come from evil. We are made that way through a lifetime of pain and heart-break. 
  


 


  
    Do you really want me to feel sorry for the monster that is destroying the city, hellbent on wiping out humans? 
  
  She grouched.


 


  She could hear the response clear as a bell: 
  
    do you not have compassion for a monster already?
  


 


  Korra tensed up and steam left her nostrils in her annoyance. Her situation with Noatak was different. 
  
    He 
  
  was different. He’d changed. 


 


  
    Do all creatures not have the capacity to change?
  


 


  Korra knew this wasn’t some outside force speaking with her; she knew it was all in her own head, and yet that didn’t make it any less convincing. It was her job as the Avatar to bring balance, and more importantly - and this was an aspect she’d almost forgotten about in all the chaos - she was supposed to 
  
    help people. 
  


 


  Not just people; 
  
    all beings.
  


 


  Korra could see the time pass at triple speed, the sun rising and falling several times before it returned to normal around the fourth sunset. The sight of the burned forest, all dead and black and gnarled, tore at Korra’s chest. Fire ending was supposed to represent life and vitality… not destruction. This carnage reminded her of the war her predecessor had fought against the tyrant of the Fire Nation. It seemed like humans were the cause of so much pain, even since the beginning of time.


 


  She began to understand the blue spirit more and more. Pity filled her from head to toe.


 


  Korra followed the ebb and flow of the skies as it took her to another nearby forest. In this one, a human wandered it, unable to go back to his home; he was alone, and the look on his face was paranoia. As night fell, the human grew more and more fearful of the spirits who lived there and spouted fire at any who came near him, friend or foe. The blue spirit bravely and slowly came toward the human, so desperate from its wounds and the loss of its home that it was willing to risk its safety for the possibility of help.


 


  But no help came. Though Korra understood the human’s fear, she couldn’t help but wilt as she saw the young man spew flames at the blue spirit. Korra watched with dread as the spirit writhed - and instead of fleeing, it began contorting, transforming into something else… 


 


  She soon realized that it had become a dark spirit. She’d only read about dark spirits in her brief studies of the spirituality of the water tribe - and she found herself regretting that she didn’t study them more. Because she had no clue how to help this creature;  she’d been unable to access her energybending, and her spiritual side was still sorely lacking. 


 


  All went black.


 


  Korra found herself in the same cave complex she’d been trapped with Noatak in - trying not to let claustrophobia seep into her bones, Korra focused on the bright blue well of mist in front of her. It was so inviting… yet so foreboding… like a moth to flame. She wanted to touch it… but if she did, it would mean certain death.


 


  Feeling a presence behind her, Korra whipped around to see none other than Rasha; she was exhausted and near death, staring and dehydrated, clothes torn and dirtied and her hair stringy with oil. She looked even worse off than Korra and Noatak had. Seeing that Rasha’s clothes were (formerly) the Equalist uniform, Korra could only guess that this was after Noatak had been exposed as a fraud. The lack of life in Rasha’s eyes confirmed it. Rasha was drawn to the well just as Korra had been, but the red-head threw caution to the wind. 


 


  After all, she had nothing else to lose.


 


  Korra watched with sadness in her eyes as Rasha touched the well - and the moment her fingers met the blue mist, she began writhing and screaming just as Noatak had. She felt nothing but pity as the woman made sounds akin to a gruesome death; then Rasha went still. 


 


  So this was how the bloodbender had been created; a vengeful dark spirit who wanted revenge on the humans who’d tormented it so endlessly chose a desperate and lost girl who had nothing to lose. Together, they were a force to be reckoned with.


 


  Korra was so deep in thought that she didn’t notice the well beginning to move once more. Before she could stop it, the blue mist bolted out and struck her in the chest; however, it didn’t push her back, it flowed deep inside of her. Korra found herself feeling the same rage, suffering, and hopelessness she’d first felt when she’d blacked out. This was the spirit and all of its emotions and Korra felt like she might explode from the inside out with the torrential whirlwind of energy. Her body couldn’t handle it. She screamed, but the only answer to her cries for help was a dark, hissing voice: 
  
    with the Avatar under my control… humans will finally get what they deserve.
  


 


  All went dark.


 


 


  After the darkness faded out, Korra found herself in a different setting entirely - this was indeed the spirit world. The energy in the air felt different, and Korra wondered if this part of her journey had been unplanned. She could feel the spirit’s emotions - its anger, its violence, its pain and suffering, and it weighed her down heavier than an anvil. She was struggling, lost and confused and trying her damndest not to give in to the angry spirit occupying her soul.


 


  The only living presence in this area of the forest was a lone figure sitting at the base of a tall tree. He was a portly older man with a gray topknot and pointed beard, and he was napping peacefully. “Excuse me,” Korra attempted. Since this place seemed different, maybe - just maybe - the people here could actually see her. Or at least hear her.


 


  The man’s eyes opened and Korra was stunned at how kind his face was. Despite her horrible circumstances and the dilemma she currently had, despite the raging hurricane of emotions the spirit forced on her, this old man put her at peace in ways she couldn’t describe. “I’ve heard about you,” he said mischievously with a wide smile. 


 


  Korra had about a million questions at the tip of her tongue. Instead, she asked, “who 
  
    are 
  
  you?”


 


  He merely laughed. “I can see you’re troubled by something. Perhaps I can offer some advice over a lovely cup of jasmine tea.”


 


  Mystified, Korra joined him at a low-rise table nearby. Crossing her legs politely, Korra watched as he served a kettle and poured two cups. “There’s a blue spirit, and it’s destroying Republic City,” she said, tears welling up in the corners of her eyes. “Giving people bending - but causing them to be violent, too. It’s turning people against each other. I think… I think it hates humans, and wants revenge by wiping us out… and… I don’t know what to do. It’s taken a hold of me… I can feel it. If it takes over my body, all will be lost.”


 


  The old man delicately sipped at his tea, sighing happily after each mouthful. “Drink. It’s soothing!”


 


  Korra wrinkled her nose. She’d never liked tea, but she didn’t want to be rude to such a kind face. Taking the cup, she lifted it to her mouth - and found herself strangely refreshed and invigorated. Her eyes widened. “What kind of magic did you use to make this??” she demanded.


 


  He laughed; a big, cheerful laugh. It was infectious, and Korra found herself grinning too. “My nephew never could make decent tea. It’s all about the love you put into it.” He set his empty cup on the table, still serene. It didn’t seem like anything could bother him. “Well, Avatar Korra, 
  
    you 
  
  may not have any answers. But perhaps someone else might, yes?”


 


  Korra grimaced. “I… I’m not exactly spiritual. I’ve never really been able to connect with my past lives. Only once.”


 


  The old man tilted his head, his voice mischievous. “Not spiritual? Then how did you get here?”


 


  “I… I-I don’t know,” she replied, growing pensive. Korra hadn’t chosen to come here. And this clearly wasn’t part of the blue spirit’s visions; otherwise, she wouldn't have been able to speak with the man in front of her. So if 
  
    she 
  
  hadn’t come here, then 
  
    who 
  
  led her here?


 


  As realization slowly dawned on her, the old man’s grin widened. “I believe that the help you seek has been trying to reach you all along, Avatar Korra.”


 


  Korra gasped. The argument she’d had earlier with herself hadn’t happened in her own head - 
  
    it was really Aang’s voice. 
  


 


  
    They’d been trying to help her all along.
  


 


  Korra stood to her feet, suddenly with a sense of peace and purpose despite the spirit raging inside her - and she bowed to the man. “Thank you,” she said softly. As she straightened up, she suddenly saw many other figures in the forest around her - all of them had glowing eyes. One stood in the forefront, a figure she recognized immediately.


 


  It was Aang, and he was smiling. His lips didn’t move, but she heard his message loud and clear: 


 


  
    You’re not alone.
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   The Departure 



  

  



When Korra jumped in front of him, Noatak was overcome with a feeling of cold numbness. The Avatar, the savior who was supposed to bring balance and peace to the world, was prepared to sacrifice herself for him. 

 

He who’d tried to overturn everything in Republic City.

 

His beliefs still gnawed at him; the feeling that bending was responsible for the cruelties of this world. Power, given to those who didn’t deserve it.

 

He himself was one of those people.

 

It all seemed to happen in slow motion - the icicles, Korra leaping in front of him, her being struck with a horrifyingly familiar blue mist - and yet he couldn’t react fast enough. Korra fainted and collapsed atop him, driving the ice further into his body until it pierced his insides. He could  feel the internal bleeding. 

 

He didn’t have much time to debate on what to do. Ignoring the throbbing, nauseating pain in his middle, Noatak converted the icicles to water and began healing himself the best he could, all while getting to his feet and moving to shield Korra from the bloodbender. 

 

But he couldn’t shake the feeling that that didn’t matter anymore. The voice in his head confirmed it.  The Avatar is mine, and it will be the end of you all. 

 

The bloodbender had fallen to her knees and was staring at the floor, panting. The benders that Korra had trapped had gotten free, but they all seemed zombified, too. “You’re focusing on the Avatar, aren’t you?” Noatak asked aloud, still attempting to use his bending to heal himself. But the damage was severe, and his skills weren’t advanced enough to stop all the bleeding. If he didn’t get care from an experienced healer, he wouldn’t survive this.

 

But that wasn’t his priority.

 

If he could take away the bloodbender’s ability, it may not stop the spirit, but it would take his greatest weapon. At this point Noatak wasn’t even sure that the woman’s bloodbending was even the source of her ability to give bending to others. It could be all the spirit’s doing. But it didn’t matter; if he could clear the rest of the room, then maybe… just maybe… Korra could fight the spirit and win. He was able to withstand the spirit for the most part, but he also knew just how powerful - and how vengeful - it was.

 

Then again… Korra was the  Avatar. 

 

He remembered the words he’d spoken to his father as a child:   “You always say bloodbending is the most powerful thing in the world… but it isn’t. The   Avatar    is.” 

 

And he had faith that it was true. 

 

Noatak began taking painful steps toward the bloodbender woman, who was still staring at the floor as if she’d lost the will to move - when suddenly he felt a powerful force willing him still. He knew it was the spirit, and he also knew that he could persevere. Each step was nearly agonizing, but he crossed to the middle of the room. He was almost to her. If he could just touch her - he could end this.

 

Noatak glanced back. No one had moved to touch Korra, but she was tossing restlessly on the floor, panting and sweating and pale. 

 

One glance back was enough.

 

Icy pain flowed through his very veins and he fought the urge to purge his stomach all over the floor. In his distraction, the bloodbender woman had made two more icicles - Noatak gracefully cartwheeled to the side, despite the pain radiating from his middle, but it wasn’t enough. He could feel fluid filling his lungs as a blade pierced his chest. 

 

He fell. The collision with the floor made stars dance around the corners of his vision and he fought to stay conscious. Fought to breathe. The bloodbender woman struggled to her feet, sweating. She glanced down at him, her eyes hard. “You were in the way,” she growled. “I would give you the spirit’s ‘gift’... but you’ve already been cursed, haven’t you? You poor, pathetic little man.”

 

Noatak said nothing, keeping his eyes on the woman and not daring to let them stray toward Korra. He needed to give her as much time as possible to fight the spirit, so he needed to keep this woman occupied - and he could no longer do that with his bending or his fists. “What is pathetic is that you believe this spirit has given you purpose,” he replied, blood filling his mouth. “You’re just an empty vessel it has used for its own goals. You’re as lost as you ever were.”

 

Her eyes narrowed. He smiled grimly as blood dripped from the corner of his mouth. “Yes. I know who you are. I always have.”

 

The woman hesitated, her expression filled with anguish. “I worshiped you,” she whispered. 

 

“You did.”

 

“If you knew - why did you agree to help me…?”

 

“Because you would free my brother and give him his bending back,” Noatak rasped. “I used you for my own ends… again.”

 

She grit her teeth. “You’re a fraud and always will be. You’re pathetic.”

 

Noatak looked into the woman’s eyes, but he made it clear he was addressing the spirit inside of her. “This is the way of the world,” he said. “All creatures have potential for good and evil. Vengeance will not make you happy… it will not ease the pain. It never did that for me. It won’t do that for you.”

 

The woman roared; in that sound Noatak could hear the agony of both human and spirit. Pain shot through his chest and he coughed again, more blood leaking down his chin. He watched as she stood, his vision blurring in and out, and the bloodbender only managed one step toward Korra’s body before one of the sets of doors splintered and completely broke open with a gust of wind. The rest of the Avatar’s crew had arrived, and with the commotion, the spirit deemed fit to have the other benders act. It was chaos once more, with all elements flying through the room with the goal to stop the opposing side. 

 

The bloodbender continued making her way toward Korra, but was stopped by the airbending master. Seeing the man fight with urgency, his cloak billowing about him, caused Noatak to remember the threats he’d made against the man. Tenzin, his name was, if he remembered correctly. As Amon, he’d made a promise to take the bending of his entire family, ridding the world of airbenders for good - and he would have succeeded if not for that police woman single-handedly destroying half of his air fleet like a madwoman. 

 

The things he’d done. The things he’d planned to do. As he took a few more wheezing breaths, Noatak remembered them. Each and every one. The faces of every man and woman whose bending he took, the anger in those he’d lied to. The fear and disgust of his father and the terror and anguish of Tarrlok. Noatak truly was cursed, and perhaps it was better that the light was fading from his eyes. 

 

But at least he’d done one good thing at the end of all things. 

 

Noatak finally laid his head back, eyes falling closed, when a bright light and a sudden torrent of wind stirred him. Lifting his head painstakingly, his eyes widened as he saw Korra’s body rise from the ground. His initial fear was that the spirit had finally won their battle… but when her eyes opened, his mouth fell open in shock.

 


   The Avatar State.  


 

He never thought he’d live to see something so terrifying, so surreal… so  beautiful. What he’d believed as a child was true, and the proof of it was in the way Korra put her fists together, opened her mouth, and expelled the blue spirit from her body. The glow around her intensified and her hair whipped about as the winds grew; everyone else had stopped fighting, all staring in awe as the panels of the room began to shred and splinter.

 

The Avatar truly was the most powerful force in the world... and he had been a fool to ever try and stop her. 

 

He coughed once more, and the blood kept coming. But he was too entranced by the way a small tornado appeared around Korra’s legs, lifting her into the air. All four elements came bursting from her, earth trapping the enemy benders and holding them in place; even more mystifying, however, was the fact that the blue spirit began circling around her as she moved her arms with all the grace of a born waterbender. As it did, the blue turned into gold, and a bright light blinded him, all coming from the Avatar. 

 

Even the bloodbender herself was too stone still and in terrible awe to try and stop her.

 

Noatak couldn’t seem to wipe the shock from his face, close his mouth, or blink back the tears pricking the corners of his eyes even as Korra slowly began lowering back to the ground, the spirit still rotating around her, now golden and bright and full of life. It finally swam away from her, moving around the other people in the room like an eel. Noatak, as attuned to the spirit world as he was, could feel the spiritual change in the air; and a sudden realization had him stunned to the core.  Korra had cleansed the spirit. It was free. 

 

It floated over to him, circling not once, but twice. And then, it disappeared.

 

Noatak’s eyes hadn’t left Korra. Finally the glow of the Avatar state left her eyes and she closed them, letting out a breath. All was still and silent as she opened her eyes. Peace radiated throughout the room and she looked as if she’d had another breakthrough. A spiritual one, from the looks of it. The others rushed to her, while the firebender boy put shackles on the bloodbender. Briefly Noatak wondered what had happened inside her mind when the spirit latched onto her; but pain suddenly raced up his spine all through his body, and he fought back a groan of pain.

 

He deserved this fate. He knew Korra wouldn’t agree. He knew she would try to heal him.

 

But he didn’t want her to.

 

Eventually Korra moved past the others, who split up to begin putting shackles on the others. “I don’t like this,” Noatak overheard the airbending master say. “They were being controlled. These are innocent people.”

 

“Maybe we can talk to the council about this,” the firebender boy suggested. “Find a compromise.”

 

Korra made her way directly to Noatak, quickening her pace when she realized he was injured. His expression darkened upon seeing the emotions written all over her face. “N-Noatak!” Immediately Korra drew some water from her pouch, kneeling next to him. “Hold still… I’m no master at healing, but I’m going to do my best.”

 

Noatak shook his head, attempting to shift away from her. “No.”

 

Korra’s brows drew in, that signature temper flaring up. “But you’ll  die if I don’t!”

 

Korra’s anger slowly dissipated as she looked into his eyes. Surely she could see that he had admitted defeat and was resigned to his fate. But could she see the guilt? Could she see the shame over all he’d done? Could she see that he was trapped inside himself, that no amount of charitability would rid him of the curse he’d been born with?

 

Tears filled her eyes. They were so lovely, so blue. Like the ocean. Clearing her throat, Korra continued to argue stubbornly. “I’m going to heal you. You’re not going anywhere! You have so much to make up for, so much life to live - and it’s my job to save people! So don’t try and stop me.”

 

When she moved toward him again, a bubble of water floating between her hands, Noatak grabbed her wrist in an iron grasp. She flinched. His eyes hardened and he mustered up all of his strength to growl at her:  “No.” 

 

When Korra’s hands went lax, Noatak finally laid back, staring up at the ceiling as he gasped for breath. Korra sat back on her haunches, her voice quivering. “Do you expect me to just sit here and  watch you die?” 

 

“No,” he murmured, coughing. “I don’t deserve the company of the Avatar as I descend.”

 

He could hear her quiet sobs. “Noatak… why are you doing this? Sure… you’ve done a lot of bad things… but you helped save the entire city. You saved innocent people… You… You saved  me…” 

 

His eyes shifted over to her. His vision was blurring, but he could see the pain in her eyes clear as a bell. “Do you really think that’s enough?” he asked, knowing the true answer.

 

 “Yes!”  she cried, but he shifted his gaze back to the ceiling. They both knew it wasn’t. All of his deeds flashed through his mind’s eye: bloodbending his own brother, his own father, running and abandoning his brother to their abuser… practicing on other innocents to perfect his craft. Learning to take bending, and wreaking havoc on an entire city for his ideals, crushing anyone who got in his way. Taking his own brother’s bending. Attempting to kill  the Avatar. 

 

He’d committed a lifetime of sins in a matter of twenty years, and no amount of reparations could atone for it. When Korra attempted one more time to heal his wounds, he smacked her hands away weakly. “Set me free,” he rasped. 

 

Korra froze in understanding. Tears running down her cheeks, she moved her hands to press her thumb to his forehead, her eyes beginning to glow once more - and Noatak breathed a gurgled sigh of relief as he felt the vitality of bending flee from his veins. He would die a man - just a man. As he began circling the drain, he could see glimmers of a gold eel swimming around him, as if waiting to take him. But it didn't seem predatory; it seemed... like a friend.

 

“Thank you,” he whispered, each breath more painful than the last. He could feel it coming any moment now; while he still had strength, he lifted a hand and touched Korra’s face. She had been his savior, and he hoped that his gaze conveyed that. 

 

 I didn’t save you, Korra. No;   you    saved   me. 

 


 

Despite the tears, Korra could see every little emotion on Noatak’s face as he began fading. Every cell in her body screamed for her to heal him.  She should heal him. 

 

But a part of her knew that even if she did, he would hate her for it, and he would find another way. He wanted this. Perhaps it was some sick or twisted way to seek redemption, or maybe he was just tired. Either way, she knew she wouldn’t be able to sway him - and as painful as it was to sit there and watch him go, she knew it would hurt worse if she never said goodbye. 

 

The others had made themselves busy making arrests, but Korra could tell they were watching. She’d never told any of them about her feelings, but if they hadn’t guessed it before, they certainly knew now. There would be a lot of reparations to make and explanations to give, but that wasn’t important now.

 

A touch to her cheek brought her back to the present and her gaze shifted back to Noatak’s face. Maybe even he himself didn’t realize it, but he was…  smiling. Korra felt her tears come, hot and painful as she leaned into his touch. He couldn’t speak anymore, but his eyes conveyed everything. She’d done her job as the Avatar, and she’d grown in ways she could never have imagined. He was proud, wasn’t he? Of who she’d become?

 

His last few breaths came out as a gurgle and finally the light faded from his eyes. He stared blankly at her - but now he was looking past her. He was  gone, and Korra wasn’t sure she’d ever felt so lost and full of grief. She could never have imagined that the man who was once her greatest enemy could leave such a gaping hole in her heart. She slumped over his body, her tears wetting his clothes.

 


 

“Korra, you don’t have to do this,” Asami said gently, putting her hand on Korra’s shoulder. Out of everyone on Team Avatar, Asami had been the most comforting in the aftermath of the bending revolution. In the days following the confrontation with Rasha and the blue spirit, Korra had worked herself to the bone - not allowing herself any sleep, barely any food or water - trying to rid people of the bending the spirit had given them; or, at least, the ones who didn’t want it. With the spirit gone, the violence was too, and those who wanted to keep their bending were allowed to. Some people celebrated their newfound abilities, others were joyful over the return of their normal lives. Republic City was finally beginning to calm and the elections for a new president were happening soon. 

 

The council had made the decision to allow those who were under the spirit’s control to continue their lives as normal, with the stipulation that they would be under guard for a while. 

 

Korra stared at the doors of Republic City’s prison, frowning. “Yes, I do,” she said resolutely.

 

Giving Asami a reassuring smile, she turned to go in. Asami caught her wrist. When Korra looked back, the other woman leaned in and gave her a small kiss on the cheek, causing heat to flare on Korra’s cheeks. “I’ll be here when you come back,” she said softly.

 

Korra’s expression softened and she gave Asami’s hand a squeeze before entering the prison and having Zumi escort her to a certain cell. “Any news on Tarrlok?” she asked the policewoman.

 

Zumi shook her head. “He’s probably skipped town. We’ve looked everywhere.”

 

Korra turned her attention to the figure in the cell. The woman, Rasha, sat back against the wall, her long red hair in tangled strings. “I’m not angry at you,” Korra finally said when Zumi left them alone.

 

Rasha looked up. “Is that so?”

 

“I feel sorry for you.” Korra sat in front of the cell, crossing her legs. “You’ve had a hard life. And I understand why you did what you did.”

 

“So the spirit showed you everything.”

 

“He did.” Korra shifted slightly. “He was angry. Hurt. So are you. I helped him… and I’m going to help you.”

 

Green eyes narrowed. “You claim to be the one who brings balance and peace. Yet the gangsters who oppress and bully are running free all over town… and the oppressed sit here in a jail cell.”

 

Korra frowned. “I’m trying to make it right,” she countered. “I’ve got a long way to go… but trust me when I say that they will be locked up. For good.”

 

“What makes you think I can trust you?” Rasha hissed. “You may think you’re the champion of the people, Avatar, but you’ll never be  my champion.”

 

Korra could feel anger swell in her chest, but she forced it down and took a deep breath. She’d learned throughout all of this that letting her temper get the better of her never produced a good result. She'd done this before; turned an enemy into an ally. She could do it again. That seemed to be the way of the Avatar, after all. After achieving a meditative calm, she smiled slightly and said, “I’m going to change your mind, Rasha. You’ll see.”

 

  



28. Epilogue

Notes for the Chapter:HELLO EVERYONE! I told you all hope was not lost! I was thinking, if you all were interested, of writing a small collection of stories after this detailing some of Korra's adventures in the spirit world. Let me know in the comments!

As for this story, I hope you all enjoyed going on this adventure with me as it officially comes to a close. I love you all and appreciate all the support. 

And, as always... THANK YOU FOR READING!
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  3 YEARS LATER.


 


  “It’s about damn time we had a vacation,” Korra said with a smile, her gaze shifting from Asami to the others who’d come to see them off. “Are you guys sure you don’t want to come with us…?”


 


  “Chief Beifong needs me,” Mako said ruefully. 


 


  Bolin seemed sheepish as well. “There’s nothing I would love more guys - but - the spirits are… they’re 
  
    scary.”
  


 


  Korra chuckled, shaking her head. The third member of the group, who’d been a rather surprising addition a few months after the bending revolution in Republic City, shook his head also. “I’ve got a reputation to earn back in the probending world,” Tahno said with a wave of his hand. “But thanks for the invite… Uhvatar.” After Korra had given Tahno his bending back, his 
  
    real 
  
  bending, he’d reformed himself and they’d become pretty good friends - although they still enjoyed talking smack on a daily basis.


 


  Finally she looked back to Asami, who held her hand firmly. Over the past few years, the two had become inseparable. Were they lovers? Friends? Even Korra herself didn’t really have the answer to that question. She loved Asami. But was there room in her heart for anyone else after everything that had happened in those caves under Aang Memorial Island?


 


  She wasn’t sure of that either.


 


  Korra had always been the type of person to live in the moment, so even she was slightly surprised at how her mind wandered back there every day… and more importantly, to the person who’d saved her. In more ways than one. She’d never forgotten him, and she never would. Was this how Katara felt after Aang had passed? Pain that would never heal?


 


  The Spirit World was a tricky place; unpredictable. Squeezing Asami’s hand and having already given the promise to protect her with her life, Korra led the other woman into the portal and they were surrounded by light. 


 


  Korra had only been to the spirit world once or twice over the past few years. Since her defeat of Unalaq and the permanent opening of the portals between the human and spirit worlds, Korra’s Avatar duties had kept her here. Since all was at peace - for now - she decided it was the perfect time to explore the other side. 


 


  And man, the other side was beautiful. 


 


  She and Asami landed in a sunlit meadow, butterfly spirits fluttering around happily. “It’s… it’s magical!” Asami exclaimed, looking around in awe. “So beautiful!”


 


  “Almost as beautiful as you,” Korra replied with a lopsided grin. Asami glanced coyly over at her, red dusting her cheeks.


 


  With large backpacks that held everything they needed to stay for the week, the two began exploring, attempting to find a good place for shelter at night. Korra had no idea if weather was the same in the spirit world, but if it was, they would need shelter from rain. They found a small overhang near the edge of a forest and settled down there, enjoying a small picnic that the airbender kids had packed for them before exploring the surrounding area. 


 


  Several friendly spirits approached them; some volunteered to show them around, others asked for food. One even asked for a game of pai sho - which Korra lost miserably. At some point during their wanderings, another spirit had snuck into their bags and made off with all of Korra’s spare jerky - and she ended up chasing the little monkey-like creature around half of the forest to get it back. From then on, the two brought their bags with them everywhere they went.


 


  Later that day (or sometime later, Korra wasn’t sure how time worked here either), they came across a sandy little beach on the edge of a beautiful glowing lake. The mushrooms there reminded Korra of the mushrooms in the cave complex under Aang Memorial Island. And of the time she spent down there - both the good and the bad. 


 


  A very familiar-looking spirit began meandering its way toward them. Like a glowing, golden eel, it began circling Korra lazily, occasionally brushing against her. Asami gasped softly. “Is that…?”


 


  “Yeah,” Korra replied with a small smile. “It is. So this is where you stay now, huh? Close to the water. Good reason, too.” She looked around, feeling at peace. It made perfect sense that the blue spirit (well, gold spirit now) wanted to live near the water, considering its original home was destroyed by fire. 


 


  “Korra,” Asami said. When she had her attention, she asked, “how did you do it?”


 


  “How did I change him?” Korra shrugged. “I’m not entirely sure. I know that when he went into my body, I went into the spirit world. I saw a man there - I’m not sure who he was, but he gave me a sense of peace. And showed me the obvious. Something I’d been missing all along. And then I saw… I saw the past Avatars. They were all there. I think I used spiritual energy to… to cleanse the spirit. To take his darkness away.”


 


  “That’s amazing,” Asami replied. “But I meant…”


 


  Korra’s expression fell and she grew sober. Her gaze turned out to the shimmering lake, suddenly longing to be one with the water. Noatak had been tough to talk about ever since that day in Dragon Flats Borough, and he was a topic seldom brought up by any of them. She sighed. “I… I don’t know. He changed. At first I hated him. I really did. But he taught me valuable lessons. Gave me purpose and direction when I felt lost as the Avatar. I convinced myself that forgiving him was what Aang would do. I mean - Aang’s worst enemy eventually became his best friend…” She pursed her lips. “When I opened that door, I began feeling other things. I don’t know how to explain it. But he saved my life, I saved his, and somewhere along the way we grew to…” she trailed off, a lump in her throat.


 


  Asami followed her gaze to the water. “I think I understand,” she murmured softly. “Did you love him?”


 


  “I’ve thought a lot about that,” Korra whispered. “I… I think I did. Or at least I could have, if he hadn’t…” She swallowed the lump but it didn’t seem to go away. “I never got to tell him.”


 


  All was silent for a few moments, and the golden spirit drifted back over to them, his pace leisurely. He nudged Korra in the shoulder, the first sign of communication. It was apparently he didn’t speak; at least not vocally. But Korra understood the message. 
  
    Come with me.
  


 


  Confused, Korra followed the spirit as he drifted away from the glowing water and toward the forest nearby. Sand turned to grass and they passed by several other spirits romping around near a cluster of berry bushes, still curious as to where the spirit was taking them.


 


  They came upon a small cabin, and Korra’s confusion turned to delight. “How beautiful!”she exclaimed. “Did spirits build this?”


 


  “If they did, they’d definitely have a job at Sato industries,” Asami murmured, taking it all in. 


 


  The spirit floated to the front door and went through it. Korra followed, turning the doorknob and entering the main room. As soon as she did, it was clear this wasn’t a home for spirits - or if it was, those spirits were very humanoid. 


 


  But her suspicions were confirmed when a figure, formerly hunched over the fireplace and tending to the logs, stood up and looked over his shoulder at her. Korra’s heart leaped into her throat at the sight of that face.


 


  A wide smile slowly crept over her lips.
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