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1. Part I


Summary: Episode 8 AU. After Amon and a handful of Equalists inadvertently witness Korra's kidnapping, Amon sees a golden opportunity to take down Korra and Tarrlok, two of the greatest threats to his movement, with one strike. Part one of two. Originally posted on my tumblr account.

Rating: T

Pairing: Korra x Tarrlok, of a sort, eventually.


Amon receives word of the mass roundup of innocent citizens less than half an hour after it happens. He summons his First Lieutenant and three dozen shock troops and begins work immediately. They have a massive prison break to coordinate and execute, after all. And, of equal importance…he had initially planned to deal with Councilman Tarrlok at the same time as the other council members, but the councilman's actions have been out of control over the past several days. He's not going to stand for another moment of Tarrlok blatantly trespassing on human rights and terrorizing the non-bending citizens of Republic City.

Perhaps it is for the best that they take action now, Amon muses, as he pulls on his dark traveling cloak. They will make an example of Councilman Tarrlok, and hopefully that inspires the rest of the police force and the city council to be more reasonable in the future.

He waits until past nine at night, when the streets of the city are empty and he can be sure that almost everybody at City Hall has returned to their homes - except Tarrlok, of course, who regularly stays until ten or later. He orders the Lieutenant to accompany him, as well as four others, for reinforcement. He sends the rest to the police station.

They approach City Hall from the back entrance, moving closer and closer, hidden by the trees. Underneath the mask, Amon frowns, an unusual tingle of foreboding running the length of his spine. He feels something in the air. It's charged, somehow, and it is heavy and oppressive all of a sudden, despite the brisk cold and the wind that whistles through the trees. Intuition motivates him to hold out a hand in a silent gesture, stopping dead, and his soldiers freeze as well.

That is when they hear it - the sudden, terrible rush of water, as powerful as a mighty waterfall…but no waterfall, of course. Beside him, his Lieutenant flinches almost imperceptibly, likely flashing back to the trauma of seeing his daughter nearly drowned by a waterbending member of the Triple Threat Triad when he couldn't come up with their protection money. Amon reaches a hand out and places it on the Lieutenant's trembling shoulder, the touch steady and comforting, although behind the mask, his narrowed eyes remain fixated on the distant specter of the councilman's window. How strange. He sees the ethereal glow of water, then agonizingly bright bursts of flame, hears the distant crunch of earth being torn from the ground…

And Amon puts two and two together. There are two shadows in the councilman's office, and only one person in Republic City can bend three elements. There is mild confusion as to why the allies have apparently turned against one another, but more importantly, he is trying to figure out how all of this figures into their plan, when there is such a loud crash from inside City Hall that they feel the earth beneath their feet shake.

"Amon, sir," one of the soldiers whispers, stepping closer. "What should we do?"

Amon's eyes narrow again as he regards the building. As frustrating as it is, he has no idea himself. "…We wait. Press back."

They retreat several feet, their black clothes enabling them to melt into the cover of darkness. Minute after agonizing minute passes by. Amon thinks he might hear a female scream, but he isn't sure whether it is just the howling of the wind. Then, finally-

The back door to City Hall flies open, and Amon's breath catches in his throat, despite himself. The beaten, disheveled Councilman Tarrlok staggers out, clutching what is unmistakably the unconscious, tightly bound body of the Avatar. He wrenches the back of the police vehicle open and throws her in, out of sight, and Amon can hear the muffled sounds of her yelling, her voice raw with rage and panic and fright. Tarrlok's reply is inaudible, but then he jumps back, slamming the doors just in time to narrowly avoid a plume of flame. Within a matter of instants, he's behind the wheel, the car containing the Avatar speeding away, and in moments, it has disappeared from sight.

Amon slowly turns to his lieutenant and his officers, almost unable to believe what he has just seen. All of their faces are covered as well, but their shock is evident in their body language.

"What just happened?" the youngest of his soldiers asks, her voice shaking with disbelief.

Amon tilts his head to the side slightly, the realization of what he must do now becoming clear to him. "Opportunity knocked," he says shortly. "Follow me."


In the back of the van, Korra sobs. She hates herself for it, for being so pathetic and weak again - the last thing she needs is for him to hear it in the front and know that he's won - but the rage and frustration and sorrow is all-consuming and she can't hold it back. Hot tears course down her face, burning the cuts on her cheekbone, and she can't even lift her mercilessly bound hands to wipe her nose and eyes and cheeks. The restraints are metal wire; the knots are tied with the complexity and strength expected from somebody from the Water Tribe. Out of nowhere, Korra remembers her dad teaching her how to tie these knots, long ago, and she crumples into herself, the pain driving the breath from her body. She can't die or rot away in some prison without ever seeing her mom and dad again, she can't.

For the tenth time, Korra tries to kick, channeling flame to her foot, but it bounces off the iron uselessly and ricochets around the enclosed space, making her flinch back from the searing heat. The place where she is trapped is windowless and she has no way to judge the passage of time, but they are traveling fast - leaving Republic City and Tenzin and his family and her friends behind - and it feels like she has been in here for at least half an hour.

Naga's still waiting for me in front of City Hall, Korra thinks weakly, resting her aching face against the cold metal. Her heart twists, and she can't think of her best friend anymore, she just can't, because it hurts too much. She closes her eyes for a few seconds and tries to meditate, her breath coming fast, escaping from her in ragged gasps. How can I get myself out of this situation? How can I defeat Tarrlok the next time he tries to use bloodbending on me? 

The second the thought crosses her mind, the police car swerves sharply. Korra shrieks, caught by surprise and unable to balance herself, as the movement sends her flying from one side of the van to another. She lands on her face, the cuts aggravated by the rough floor, and can't hold back a soft moan of pain. She struggles upright, glaring venomously at the solid metal barrier that separates her from Tarrlok. If that was some kind of deliberate attempt to shake her concentration-

Then the car swerves again, even worse than before, and takes a few wild turns. It feels like they've gone off-road - the smooth ride has been replaced by rocky (painful) bumps every few feet. She's tossed around like a stupid sack of potatoes, helpless, but for a few moments her face is pressed against one of the walls, and as much as the metal muffles any sound from escaping the van (and vice versa), Korra can swear she hears the sound of another Satomobile.

Wild hope leaps up in her chest - maybe something happened and Mako, Asami, and Bolin were able to get out of prison, or Tenzin noticed she was gone. "Yes," she whispers, longing for this situation to be over; for a friendly face to cut her free of her bonds so she can give Tarrlok what he deserves. "Please." 

The police car comes to an abrupt stop, and Korra is thrown back with a yelp, her already bruised and aching body colliding roughly with the barrier. She squints with concentration, a frown furrowing her brow. She can make out the faintest of voices, but she can't tell if any of them are familiar, except Tarrlok's. She shuts her eyes tight, praying with every fiber of her being. Please don't be able to bloodbend behind the wheel of a satomobile, please don't be able to bloodbend behind the wheel of a satomobile-

But then she hears something that has become all too familiar since her arrival in Republic City, and her eyes snap open in astonishment. It's the distinct sound of a horribly powerful current of electricity, the kind that can only come from one of those Equalist gloves…

Tarrlok screams, and it sounds like the howl of a dying arctic wolf.

The sense of triumph that courses through her is unbelievable. Asami, she thinks to herself. Thank you. 

She presses her ear still closer to the barrier, but she can only catch brief snatches of words. "Planning to take…Avatar…where?"

It's definitely an unfamiliar male voice. Not Mako, Bolin, or Tenzin. Had Asami caught a ride with one of the metalbending cops? It seemed unlikely. And why hasn't anybody come around to check the back yet? Korra throws herself against the wall again, trying to signal her presence to them, but there is still no response.

Things are starting to not make sense, and she returns to her spot by the barrier. There's a cut on her scalp that's trickling blood into her ear. It doesn't seem like Tarrlok's answering their questions, and he gets shocked again, but this time, her satisfaction at his pain is mingled with confusion at his - their - predicament.

Korra decides to take a chance. "Hey!" she yells, at the top of her lungs. "Can anyone hear me?"

A few minutes pass with no response. She kicks the side of the van, snarling in frustration. The hair on the back of her neck stands on end. Something isn't right here, and she can't do anything about it.

The doors to the back of the van are suddenly wrenched open, and Korra barely has time to register the fact - feel the rush of cold air on her face, catch a glimpse of the night sky and breathe in the fresh air - before the split second of gratitude gives way to utter confusion. What-

In the next instant, three masked, dark-clad figures block her line of sight, and throw Tarrlok roughly into the back with her. He's restrained with metal wire just like she is, the ties in his hair ripped away and his cold blue eyes alight with fury. "How dare you?" he yells at them, his shoulders rising and falling erratically, and if he hadn't been a waterbender, he would have been breathing fire. "You can't do this!"

It's only then that Korra notices the green goggles resting around their necks, and the twin lightning rods held by the man in the middle. The realization knocks the breath from her body and sends her heart sinking somewhere to the region of her stomach. No. 

She hadn't thought it was possible, but her night has just become a whole lot worse.

The four Equalists step aside, and like a dark wraith, Amon appears in front of them. She hasn't seen him in person since the night of their confrontation on the island - only every night in her nightmares, and her reaction now is so immediate and gut-wrenchingly visceral that Korra fears she's going to be sick. It's all she can do to hold on to her composure, grit her teeth to keep any telltale whimpers from escaping, and try to stop herself from trembling. She isn't even comforted a little by the fact that beside her, Tarrlok is as pale as a ghost and not doing a very good job of hiding his own fear, either.

"I'll warn you now, Avatar Korra," Amon says, his voice low and silky. "I see that your hands and arms are restrained, but if you even try to breathe or kick fire at my comrades and I, you will regret it."

It isn't an empty threat, and she knows it. Korra swallows over her dry throat, trying her best to silence the little voice in her head that's panicking over the possibility of losing her bending here and now. "What do you want with us?" she demands, pleased by the fact that she manages to sound a hell of a lot braver than she feels.

Amon sighs quietly, his arms folded behind his back, his posture relaxed. "You know the answer to that, Avatar. Imagine what a surprise it was for me to inadvertently happen upon the two greatest threats to my cause in one place. I am sure you've heard the old proverb regarding killing two birds with one stone."

Tarrlok bares his teeth in another wolf-like gesture, his muscles flexing futilely against the restraints. "You'll never take our bending away, you monster," he spits, his voice distorted with hatred.

The eerie mask tilts to the side ever so slightly. "I never said anything about removing your bending. Not yet, at least. All in due course. I meant what I said about saving you for last, Avatar Korra, and immediately before you will be the councilmembers….including this piece of filth. But I can get to that point sooner with both of you out of my way." He pauses, and Korra can tell that behind the mask, his lips are twisted in a smirk. "Let's see how you like being imprisoned, Councilman Tarrlok. Block their chi. Now."

The Equalists respond to the swift command in a blink of an eye, and there are fingers jabbing into Korra's spine and her sides. Beside her, Tarrlok puts up a fight and receives another high-voltage shock, and even though that should be a warning, there is no room for rationality in the fury and desperation coursing through her. The second the hand comes close to her neck, Korra lunges forward and sinks her teeth into it as hard as she can, refusing to let go, despite the sickening taste of blood on her lips and teeth.

The Equalist shrieks, and one of her comrades comes to her aid and yanks on Korra's hair brutally, forcing her to release the hold. The Equalist she had bitten blocks her last chi point with more force than necessary and then slaps her across the face, sending her reeling. She collapses against Tarrlok's prone form, getting a faceful of his hair, and by the time they manage to disentangle themselves from each other and struggle upright, the vehicle is already speeding down the road. And they are powerless to stop it.

Tarrlok shakes his head, dazed, trying to recover from the three electrocutions in quick succession. His mind races frantically, but he finds himself unable to comprehend how, in the span of less than an hour, the state of events can have degenerated so badly. First Avatar Korra proved herself to be beyond all reason, leading to the fight in City Hall that had forced him to resort to desperate measures - and then, at least, he had regained control of the situation and put her in her place, but now…

The Equalists had come out of nowhere, and evading them had proved impossible. Now everything is spiraling out of control and for once in his life, he has no idea how to manipulate the situation to his advantage.

Meanwhile, the Avatar glares at him, pure loathing written all over her face. She looks even more enraged now than she had in the instants before she was preparing to burn his face even worse than Fire Lord Zuko's. "I can't believe you!" she seethes, struggling futilely against her bindings. "Not only did you kidnap me, but you got us captured by Equalists too! You idiot!"

"I didn't do this on purpose!" Tarrlok snaps, uncaring of how immature it makes him sound. The repeated Equalist attacks from those vile, unnatural weapons have made him weak; made his head swim.

"I don't care! Do you have any idea what this means for Republic City?"

He laughs incredulously. "Do I? I'm the one who's always been thinking of the well-being of the city, while you've been off playing your childish games and making absolutely no progress in your Avatar training. You have your own incompetence to blame for everything that has happened to-"

The rest of his words and the angry exclamation halfway out of her lips are cut off by a sharp turn down a rocky road that throws both of them off balance. Tarrlok lands somewhere in the vicinity of Korra's feet, and he realizes the danger of this situation a moment too late. The Avatar's eyes flash dangerously, and her boot makes contact with the side of his head with crushing force, and then everything goes black.


Tarrlok can't say how long it takes for him to regain consciousness. His eyes snap open after receiving a sharp slap to the face, and a second later, the Equalist scum drags him forward by the hair and ties a blindfold over his eyes. From the steady stream of snarls and curses to his left, he can guess that Avatar Korra has received the same treatment.

They're both pulled out of the police van (the air around them sizzles with electricity, a warning for them not to try and make a blind run for it) and shoved into a building - the temperature drops several degrees from even the chilly air outside. The door clangs shut behind them, and instinct tells him that it's made out of solid platinum.

"It's safe," a flat, bored voice says, and the blindfold is unceremoniously yanked from around his eyes. It takes a few seconds for them to adjust to the gloom. Beside him, Korra appears equally disoriented.

They're surrounded by a silent circle of Equalists, all masked and dressed in black, and utterly undistinguishable from one another. The one directly ahead of them stands in front of a small, narrow cell - again, made of solid platinum. Tarrlok sees Korra's eyes darting around rapidly, assessing their surroundings, and his chest tightens, as he comes to the same conclusion. There's platinum all around them, which even the likes of Lin Beifong can't bend. It's resistant to even the hottest flames, and of course their captors will know better than to give them even a drop of water. In any case, he has a feeling that the two of them are going to have their chi blocked every twelve hours for the duration of their captivity.

The cell door slides open, and they're both thrown into the claustrophobically small, dark space. Tarrlok's fingers flex uselessly, and the urge to bloodbend - to crush internal organs and snap spines and hear his enemies futilely beg and scream for mercy - has never been this strong. Four Equalists advance into the cell with them, followed by the one who had given the orders earlier.

"Cut them free," he decrees, this time. "The last thing we need is for them to develop complications from lack of blood circulation and have that interfere with Amon's plans."

Korra takes a break from her obvious silent contemplation of how to defeat all odds by murdering five armed opponents to turn her gaze on him. The look is so full of dark promise that Tarrlok can't help but take half a step back, belatedly realizing that they really plan to keep both of them in this cell - and now, he doesn't have the advantage of bloodbending to gain the upper hand over her. The Equalist slicing the wires free of his upper body scoffs, the sound harsh and mocking. "Don't tell me the great Councilman Tarrlok is afraid of a little girl. You're surely not that pathetic without your bending, are you? It doesn't bode well for your future."

The second the last wire falls free, Tarrlok punches the man in the face, ignoring the crippling pins and needles sensation that spreads from the tips of his fingers to the top of his shoulders. As if emboldened by the act of defiance, Korra kicks her Equalist out of the cell, sending him flying back several feet. The man in command steps back, out of range, and perversely enough, he doesn't seem upset at all - he just gives a small, dark laugh. "Very nice. But let's see how spirited you are at the end, when Amon sends for you."

He presses a button, and the door slams shut with a pneumatic hiss - the sound of harsh finality - sealing them in.

Trapping them. Together.


to be continued


Thank you for reading, and any and all feedback would be very much appreciated. :)










2. Part II


Summary: Post episode 8, AU as of Episode 9. Held captive by the Equalists, and locked up together, Korra and Tarrlok are forced to put aside their enmity and coexist.

Rating: T


i

The second the cell door shuts - before Tarrlok can even blink - Korra's fist slams into his face.

The unexpectedly vicious strike and the raw strength behind it, even without bending, takes him by surprise and sends him flying back against the opposite wall. His world goes black for a few moments, stars exploding behind his eyes - his left eye feels like it's going to burst open. Tarrlok is too stunned to fight back, as the Avatar storms toward him, roughly grabs the collar of his shirt with both of her hands, and pushes him to the ground. She climbs on top of him, pinning him down with her weight, and then slaps the other side of his face hard, a few of her fingernails cutting into his skin.

His head snaps to the side, but otherwise, he stays still and remains quiet, not wanting to risk doing anything to further incur her wrath, but despite his best efforts, a tiny groan of pain escapes his throat.

It only serves to make Avatar Korra angrier, as she braces her hands on his shoulders with bruising force. She glares down at him, breathing hard, and the blood from the cuts on her arms, shoulders, and face drips down onto his skin and clothes. "Guess what?" she says flatly, her voice simmering with barely controlled rage. "It turns out that I don't need airbending to kick the living tar out of you."

The councilman stays silent, refusing to give her the satisfaction of a response, while struggling to keep control of his own temper. Predictably enough, Korra gives him a twisted smirk, pressing down harder on his shoulders. "What? You're not tough enough to take me on without your dirty tricks?"

"I'm not going to fight you," Tarrlok snaps, his anger at her aggravated further by the burning pain on his cheekbone and the fact that he can feel his eye starting to bruise. His kindness is more than she deserves, after two unprovoked attacks, but losing his temper with her back in his office was what got them into this situation in the first place. Besides, he's never attacked a woman with his bare hands, and he's not going to start now - no matter howinfuriating this one is.

Korra seems to read his mind, and she scowls, looking at him with disgust. "You didn't seem to have any reservations about that at City Hall, when you used bloodbending on me!"

He stares at her incredulously. "You were about to kill me! I acted in self-defense. It was the only thing I could do."

"Oh, please," she says dismissively. "Like you expect me to believe-"

"I had no water to bend, and after you made me fall twenty feet, to the lower level of the building, you didn't even give me the option to surrender! I did the only thing I could to protect myself."

Korra narrows her eyes at him, her grip on his shoulders relaxing slightly. "I wasn't going to kill you," she insists, but there's a lack of conviction in her voice; the slightest hint of self-doubt creeping into her eyes.

"Really," Tarrlok sneers. "Just burn my face worse than Fire Lord Zuko's, is that it? Over such a trivial matter as your little friends spending a few days in jail?"

"Hey!" Korra protests, glowering. "You started it, remember? I was just going to finish it."

But she slides off him, evidently deciding that she's done enough damage for one night, and he struggles into a sitting position, pushing his loose hair away from his face in irritation. They glare at each other, at an impasse, for several long moments. Finally, Tarrlok is the one to speak, shelving his pride, with difficulty. "Both of us miscalculated," he says stiffly. "We turned against one another and forgot our common enemy."

Korra scoffs bitterly, drawing her knees close to her chest and wrapping her arms around them. "Yeah, and look where that got us."

"As a result," Tarrlok begins carefully, the politician in him drifting to the surface once again, "the only sensible course of action now is to agree on a truce, of sorts, for the duration of our captivity. We need to focus our energy not on harming one another, but maintaining a unified front against our enemy and planning an escape."

The Avatar regards him warily. "Those are pretty words, Tarrlok. It's too bad that you betrayed me once already."

"…Do you think you understand me, Avatar?"

Korra blinks at the apparent non sequitur. "Yeah, sure - you're manipulative, corrupt, dishonest, arrogant-"

"A simple yes or no answer would have sufficed," Tarrlok replies cuttingly.

"Fine. Then, yes. Although there are a lot of things I don't know about you, apparently."

Tarrlok breathes in deeply, aware of a headache coming on that has nothing to do with his physical injuries. "Then you should understand that I always act in terms of my own self-preservation."

"Yeah, the whole discussion at the council meeting about whether or not to shut down the pro-bending arena confirmed that."

"A truce between us is in my best interests. I have no desire to have you strangle me to death in the middle of the night, or continue assaulting me whenever you feel like taking out your frustration at this situation."

"How do I know that you're not just going to get me to agree to a truce and then do something while my guard is down?" Korra shoots back suspiciously.

"You and your Avatar state are my best hopes of escape, so I have no reason to harm you. Furthermore, it's a crime against the universe and the spirits to kill the Avatar, and I have no intention of putting a curse on myself." Tarrlok pauses, taking in the look on her face. "…Do you understand?"

"Yes!" The Avatar snaps, bristling. "I'm not stupid, you know."

So you say. Tarrlok keeps the thoughts to himself. "Do you agree to the truce, then?"

Korra hesitates for several moments, but then a resolute expression comes over her face as she lifts her hand and smears it over the cuts on her cheekbone. She offers him her hand, her palm coated in her own blood. "Regardless of what you say, I'm not just going to trust you that easily. Swear it in blood. That's one thing that you should take seriously, as someone from the Water Tribe and a bloodbender."

Tarrlok stares at her outstretched hand, repulsed. It's a binding, unbreakable promise, an old tradition amongst their people. He's done it once before, and it had disgusted him then, too. He had no choice then either, though, and he wipes his own hand over the cuts on his face, until his palm comes away wet with blood.

He clasps Korra's smaller hand in his own. "I swear it," he says quietly.

She echoes his words in a soft tone, and they withdraw, looking down at their palms. Her blood mingles with his own and vice versa, and so the oath is sealed; the bond is made; and there is no turning back now.

ii

It doesn't take long for them to figure out the routine. Each of them gets to leave the cell four times a day to use the bathroom down the hall. They get exactly twenty minutes to bathe, and humiliatingly enough, they have to do it under supervision. They also have to wash their clothes in the sink and wear them wet until they dry, which leaves both of them shivering and miserable. They have their chi blocked every twelve hours.

The first few days are the worst. Korra cycles through rage and despair; wild optimism and utter, bleak hopelessness, with such frequency that it leaves her in a state of abject exhaustion. She spends hours pacing the length and breadth of the cell like a caged wolf; futilely trying to overcome her blocked chi; formulating impossible escape plans; agonizing over what could be happening in Republic City to Tenzin's family and her friends. She also spends hours curled up on the floor, overwhelmed by black misery unlike she's ever felt before. She prays to the spirits to help her and guide her through this, and then, in the next hour, curses them for forsaking her and the city and allowing all of this to happen. She's overtaken by brief fits of resolution and self-confidence and reassurance that she will be able to get out of this and make everything right, and then, devastating periods of self-hatred and certainty that she will fail.

Korra tries her best to hold it back for the sake of her pride as much as her own sanity, but ultimately, she can't help but cry. She huddles up into a tiny ball into the corner of the cell she's claimed for her own, and as quietly as she can, gives in to the sobs that wrack her body, making her tremble and shake like a leaf in the wind. The happy memories upset her just as much as her fears for the future and what will become of everybody she holds dear. When there are no more tears, she just sits, numb, her head buried in her arms, knowing that she's hit rock bottom.

She can't say how long it goes on before she hears the sound of sealskin boots on her side of the cell. This is new. Tarrlok never comes to her side of the cell and she never goes to his. But his footsteps remind her of the way her dad's boots would sound, as they crunched through the snow and ice beside her own, when they would go on their hunting trips. The memory just makes her feel even more sick; just makes the tears drip down her face and onto her arms faster. Would Tenzin have written and told her mom and dad about her disappearance? They would have been so worried once her weekly letter hadn't shown up-

For his part, Tarrlok just stares, nonplussed, down at the distressed Avatar, who has yet to acknowledge his presence. He can't figure out whether it's an intentional display of passive-aggressiveness, or if her mental state has slipped to a point where she's no longer even conscious of her surroundings. He sighs in distaste at the task ahead of him, but then sinks to his knees in front of her, before taking a firm grip on her arms and pulling them outward, until Korra is forced to straighten and look up at him, confused, through reddened and swollen eyes and a face that is wet with tears.

"What are you doing?" she asks, angry at the invasion of her personal space, and trying to struggle free of his almost-painful grip. "Let me go!"

Tarrlok's face is a mask, revealing no emotion. He grabs her wrists, before taking her hands in his and none-too-gently curling her fingers into awkward fists. Korra aims a punch at his face, which he counters easily. "I thought you said we had a truce!"

"I am not using bloodbending on you, I am trying to get you to pull yourself together and stop acting in this pathetic manner," he replies grimly, but when he forces her hands back to wipe her tear-stained cheeks and rub the moisture from her eyes, he's a little less rough than he was before.

"Stop it!" Korra protests, aiming a kick at his leg, but he ignores her, until she adds, "…I can do it myself."

Tarrlok lets her go reluctantly, staring down at her and looking obviously unconvinced, and Korra dries her eyes and face with the fur pelt she wears wrapped around her hips, hating the blow to her dignity he had just delivered. "What's your problem, anyway?" she spits, incensed. "I'm sorry if I bothered you, but surely you know that not everybody is a cold, heartless, weasel-snake like you are."

He ignores the provocation, seeing through her easily. "You're the Avatar," is his only reply. "Act like it. If you are interested in escaping, your time would be better spent in meditation and trying to get into the Avatar state or the Spirit World to receive guidance from your past lives, rather than drowning in self-pity and falling apart, like you have been."

The carefully calculated words have the impact he desired. Korra gives him a look of deepest loathing, her sorrow forgotten. "I'm not drowning in self-pity! And I've been trying to meditate!"

Tarrlok rises, making his way back to his side of the cell and out of attack range, just in case. "Try harder," he replies dispassionately.

"I will!" she yells back, fired up, her hands curling into fists. "I'll get into the Spirit World and I'll find an answer to this, and I promise you that when it happens and I beat the Equalists and break out of this cell, I'll leave you here to rot!"

"Of course you will."

Still seething with fury at his patronizing tone, Korra turns so that her back is to him, and settles into a meditation position, taking several deep breaths in an attempt to calm herself.

The next few days pass in that manner. The first day is an utter failure. Korra's shoulders remain tense with anger, her brow marred by a frown and a grimace of frustration twisting at her lips. The second day is a slight improvement. It's toward the end of the third day that it happens, quite unexpectedly. One second she's sitting there, calm and relaxed, her eyes closed, and in the next second, they snap open, glowing with an ethereal blue light that illuminates their cell.

It is an unsettling experience to witness, to say the least. Tarrlok backs into his corner hastily, remembering reading accounts of how former Avatars have materialized in the body of the current one in order to wreak havoc on their enemies. To his relief, nothing like that happens; Avatar Korra remains silent and still. The minutes drag by, and he watches her warily.

You are not the Avatar, you are merely a half-baked Avatar in training. As he had gotten to know Avatar Korra better over the course of her stay in Republic City, it had grown more and more difficult for him to respect her as the Avatar. She was irresponsible, inexperienced, hotheaded, and immature, to name just a few of her negative qualities. If it hadn't been for the fact that he'd witnessed her abilities firsthand, he would have doubted that Korra was even the Avatar in the first place.

Until now, of course.

The spell lasts a long time, and then Korra's eyes abruptly close, the light in them dimming, as she collapses to the floor out of apparent exhaustion. Tarrlok approaches her tentatively, ignoring his trepidation, as he touches her neck, trying to feel whether she is conscious or not.

Korra's eyes flutter open slowly in response to the touch, and she looks up at him in brief confusion. She takes the hand he offers, and he pulls her up with more care than she expected. "Thanks," she mumbles, dazed, before gripping her head.

She starts talking before he can say anything, the words spilling out in a rush, about everything that Avatar Aang had communicated to her in the Spirit World. It takes a long time, and afterward they sit in stunned silence, waiting for it to sink in.

"…Did he mention anything about how to escape?" Tarrlok asks at last, staring at the platinum cell door.

"He said that the opportunity would arise, and that we'll know when it does," Korra replies flatly, closing her eyes in exasperation.

They remain quiet for a while, before Korra breaks the silence with a quiet laugh. "So, about that half-baked Avatar thing…?"

"Use the Avatar state to overcome your blocked chi and help us escape, learn how to airbend, defeat Amon, and find a way to restore bending to the people it was taken from," Tarrlok replies, softening his words ever so slightly, with a smirk. "Then I'll be impressed."

Korra punches him on the upper arm, scowling, but there's a notable lack of real vitriol to it.

iii

Nights are the hardest for a thousand different reasons. Even stripping the emotional component from the equation (the dark thoughts that always come out at night; the sleepless hours that she spends twisted up with anxiety, trying to figure out if there's any way to reverse what Amon is doing to benders; the sickening worry that he will take her bending away and she'll be powerless to stop it), nighttime is always a struggle.

In the shallowest, most superficial sense, Korra misses having a bed to stretch out on. Her body has been a mass of bruises, from her skin to muscles to bones, ever since the night that she was first taken captive. The floor is hard, unyielding, and uncomfortable. She can't lie down on her back or sides easily, and sleeping sitting up just makes her even more achy and sore. The lack of Naga's presence at her side hurts more than the worst of her injuries. To make matters worse, it's the dead of winter, and their cell is freezing…even by the standards of somebody who's grown up in the South Pole. Back home, she always had her parka and several thick fur pelts to keep her warm at night.

She's not dressed for the cold, here, in her loose pants and tank top. Every night, Korra unwraps the sealskin pelt she wears tied around her hips and tries to cover her upper body with it, but it's small and worn thin by time, and it's not good for much besides putting it near her nose and breathing it in, and trying to pretend she can still smell home (her dad's warm smile, her mom's hugs, the fresh scent of snow) in it.

It's uncharitable, but sometimes, from under lowered eyelashes, Korra glares enviously (but discreetly) at Tarrlok's pale blue suit coat - the long sleeves, the excess of material that would be more than enough to cover her comfortably, the thick, expensive fabric. He looks like he's dealing with the cold better than she is, and she wishes she had thought to grab her parka before heading out of Air Temple Island on that fateful night.

Korra draws her knees to her chest and hugs them tight, and reverts to an old, long-forgotten childhood habit - pretending that each knee is a little polar bear-dog puppy, there to snuggle with her, keep her warm, and cover her face with affectionate licks. The coping mechanism of a lonely five-year-old girl who had just been taken away from her childhood home to live in the Order of the White Lotus compound, away from her mom and dad and all she knew. It's not quite as effective at seventeen as it was at five, but it helps her fall asleep and keep the nightmares away…at least for the first couple of hours or so.

Eventually, Korra wakes as she always does, curled into a fetal position on the floor, a strangled, silent scream halfway out of her throat, her cheek pressed against the icy platinum. But something feels off, this time, and it takes her a few moments to register the blue in her field of vision; the soft, warm weight that covers her body. She breathes in and it smells faintly of vanilla, reminiscent of the cookies her mom used to make, and it also brings back memories of a happier, less complicated time: dinner on Air Temple Island with Tenzin's family in the familiar, well-lit room full of love and companionship, and the adorably suspicious look on Ikki's little face as she regarded their unexpected visitor. Why do you have three ponytails? And why do you smell like a lady?

Korra curls her hand around Tarrlok's discarded coat, which rests over her like a blanket, as she slowly straightens her stiff body, pushing herself up a couple of inches. Tarrlok's back on his side of the cell, huddled into a corner. She blinks at him blearily, questioningly, unsure of what to say or do, and he avoids her gaze for most of the rest of the day.

She awkwardly thanks him and tries to return it to him that night. "Keep it," is all he says, and he glares at her when she asks him if he's sure.

iv

Korra is startled out of meditation by a commotion outside the cell door. The platinum blocks so much sound that what's going on outside must be something really serious if she can hear it even through here, and she scrambles to her feet, settling into a fighting stance out of reflex.

The door flies open, and the full contingent of Equalist guards throws Tarrlok into the cell with her. His hair is dripping wet, his clothes frayed from what was obviously another electrocution. Korra catches him easily, supporting him despite his larger frame, until he can stand on his own, breathing a word of thanks into her ear.

"What the hell?" Korra snaps at the guards, pushing him behind her and out of easy attack range. Tarrlok is really the last person she would stand up for, normally, but these circumstances are hardly normal. Over the past weeks, she's found that unsurprisingly, the Equalists hate him even more than they hate her, and are more willing to break out the lightning sticks and gloves at the slightest provocation when dealing with him. It can't be healthy, and regardless of the fact that she kind of hates him, she still doesn't want his heart to give out in the middle of the night while they're locked up together. With her chi blocked, she can't even heal him if anything happens, and the thought of anyone - even him - dying in front of her makes her shudder.

"He snapped a guard's wrist to interrupt his chi blocking, and he tried to break you out of your cell," one of the Equalist replies coldly. "Actions have consequences, Avatar Korra." Over his shoulder, he adds a few words to the other guards as he backs out, lightning sticks still brandished. "Suspend his food and drink rations for the next twenty-four hours."

The door slams shut, cutting off the rest of his words. Tarrlok collapses into a sitting position in his corner of the cell, his breathing labored, and Korra hesitates for a few moments before joining him. "Hey," she says quietly, resting a tentative hand on his shoulder. "Are you okay?"

His tone still has the usual bite to it, but he doesn't shrug her off. "What do you think, Avatar?"

She lets that pass, for now. Tarrlok's muscles tremble beneath her hands, still reacting to the electricity. Wordlessly, Korra strokes his shoulders and back until the tremors finally cease, the tension between them as thick as the air of injured pride that practically radiates outward from him. After some time, she retreats back to her own corner, leaving him to his own morose thoughts.

Their nightly rations come two hours later, and as threatened, only one piece of stale bread and a tiny cup of tea slides through the delivery slot. Tarrlok turns away as Korra takes it, ignoring the hunger pangs that wrack his body. For the hundredth time, he curses himself for being a fraction too slow; if he had been able to move just a little faster, the Avatar would have been freed, and both of them together would have stood a decent chance against the Equalists.

He's jolted out of his thoughts by a soft sliding sound, and Tarrlok looks up, startled, to see half of the piece of bread and half of the cup of tea in front of him. Korra is huddled on her side of the cell, determinedly chewing on her small portion of the hard bread. Noting his scrutiny, she raises her eyebrows at him, and he gestures at the food stiffly. "I don't need-"

"Don't be stupid," she replies impatiently. "Just eat it."

Tarrlok does, eventually, but it brings no comfort. Perversely enough, the kindness that she's shown him sets his nerves on edge. It makes him flash back to City Hall, settling into the bloodbending stance and moving his fingers, and watching her body contort before his eyes, her face screwed up with agony. The way she had looked at him, semi-unconscious, as he had approached after slamming her against that wall the last time. He had reveled in her helplessness and confusion, knowing that he had gotten the upper hand on her, and that he would win, by finally getting her out of his way.

At the time, he'd easily been able to justify his actions, and the extreme measures he was taking. The Avatar had defied him on numerous occasions, and she was foolish, short-sighted, misguided, and a threat to Republic City. He was doing the city and the fight against the Equalists a favor by getting rid of her. His beliefs on that front haven't changed, but...

It had been easy to rationalize his decision to neutralize her when he had just thought of her as the Avatar - a failure of a half-baked Avatar in training, to be precise. It is less easy to come to terms with it now that he's caught a glimpse of the girl behind the title.

Remorse and regret aren't emotions that come easily to Tarrlok. They are simply not in his nature and never have been. He plans thoroughly before making any move, acts decisively, and never second-guesses himself once it is done.

The councilman glances down at his useless hands bitterly. Then again, until that night, he had never been defeated in combat before, either. There is a first time for everything.

"Thank you," Tarrlok says quietly. The apology he had been half-contemplating sticks in his throat.

Korra meets his gaze evenly, her deep blue eyes unsettlingly perceptive, and when she speaks, her tone is softer than it was before. "There's no need to thank me. We're in this together, remember."

v

The things they do to pass the time:

Korra practices her forms, hundreds of them in all - earth, fire, water, air - as best as she can in the small space. Regardless of her blocked chi, the familiar movements are still soothing, and the only thing keeping her from going insane with frustration and anger and sorrow at their predicament. Tarrlok goes through the movements of countless waterbending forms as well, whirling through the motions with effortless grace that she can't help but notice - and, unwillingly, admire, even though she tries to stop herself, every time she does. They quickly work out a routine, that he meditates while she practices, and vice versa.

They also figure out a way to play Pai Sho, using bloodstains on the metal floor to create an approximation of the board, as morbid as that sounds, and using her own hair ties, and both of their leftover bread crusts and teacups to replace the tiles. Overall, it is rather pathetic, and it makes her think longingly of the beautiful old board that Jinora and Ikki would always play with, the one that had been passed down from General Iroh himself, the legendary Dragon of the West, and a friend of Aang's. Their meager, improvised version gets the job done, though, and although Korra has always been hopeless at the game, Tarrlok teaches her how to play properly, and she slowly improves from hopeless to mediocre. Despite the fact that he is as insufferable as usual, she finds herself enjoying the hours they spend doing this, nevertheless.

Quite often, though, simply because there is nothing else to do, they talk. Korra wants to hear about the North Pole, the Fire Nation, and the Earth Kingdom; all the places that he's been to that she hasn't, and he humors her, describing them in detail. She gets to imagine herself traveling the world…something which will never happen, after Amon gets his hands on them, and she gets the feeling that it helps him reminisce on happier times and get his mind off their predicament, at least temporarily, as well.

But those conversations, entertaining while they last, always leave them melancholy and angry all at once, afterward. So they avoid the lighter topics today, as she sprawls out on the floor, her feet propped against the wall, exhausted after running through her airbending forms, and Tarrlok paces up and down their cell, filled with nervous energy.

"Our best options are airbending…and bloodbending," she says reluctantly. "The problem is how to get around the chi blocking."

Tarrlok shakes his head impatiently. "Just access the Avatar state and try bending the platinum."

"Access the Avatar state and try bending the platinum," Korra mimics acidly. Spirits, sometimes he drives her crazy, almost like Mako would…but worse, somehow, and she has to abandon that train of thought, because linking Tarrlok to Mako in any way can only lead to trouble. "Like it's that easy. And how exactly am I supposed to get into the Avatar state with my chi blocked?"

"You did it that one time."

"That was meditation that helped me get into the Spirit World, not the Avatar state! Ugh."

She throws an arm over her eyes in frustration, and Tarrlok sighs, obviously trying to be patient. "Avatar Aang implied that an opportunity for escape would present itself. Between the two of us, we should be able to spot it when it comes."

"So you want us to make plans with the assumption that I will eventually be able to get into the Avatar state and bust us out of this stupid base."

"Ah, so you finally acknowledge that you don't intend to leave me to rot here."

Korra laughs bitterly, surprised by her own words. "I guess not. You'd better watch your step, though - I can easily change my mind."

"You'll need my help, when you return," Tarrlok says, as self-assured as ever, as he pauses in his pacing to sit beside her. "I doubt that the council has fallen yet, and none of them are as capable of leading Republic City in a time of war as I am."

She scowls, poking a finger at him accusingly. "Have you forgotten that I disagree with your methods? I still stand by what I said that night, and I bet the whole thing with the curfew and that fiasco in the Dragon Flats district attracted hundreds of non-benders to the Equalist cause within a matter of days."

"Do you have any better suggestions?" he asks pointedly. "When facing an extreme threat, you have to go to extremes to defeat them. Fight fire with fire. Based on your personality, I thought that you of all people would understand that."

"No," Korra replies flatly, turning away. "I don't think it works like that. Look, I think we just have to agree to disagree on our perspectives, and find a compromise. We can still be a good team, you know."

The offer hangs heavily in the air between them. Again, she's surprised herself with it - it is something Tenzin or Aang would suggest, not her. When she had first been locked up with Tarrlok, the last thing on her mind was compromise and teamwork and reconciliation, on the political sphere as well as the personal. She just wanted to throw him in some jail and drop the key in the ocean because of his corruption and amorality. But the weeks that they've spent together, getting to know each other better, reinforces that there's no denying one fact: it's better to have him on her side, rather than have him as an enemy.

"Very well," Tarrlok acknowledges at last, after a long pause. "Regardless of what transpired at City Hall that night, I would rather fight with you than against you."

The thought is so eerily similar to her own that it makes her wince, thinking back to one of the accusations she had flung at him during their fight. You and I are nothing alike!

"So, it's settled then," Korra presses, looking at him unblinkingly, searching for any sign of deception. "We get out of here and we work together, openly and cooperatively, to deal with our common enemy. You respect my feedback and I'll respect yours. We're probably going to disagree on a lot of things, but you're not going to manipulate me into falling into line with your plans…and I'm not going to intimidate you, or undermine your goals, or whatever."

"Right." He glances over at her apprehensively. "Are you going to insist on that disgusting blood ritual again?"

"That depends." She meets his gaze seriously, wondering if she's making a mistake or not. "Can I really trust you?"

Tarrlok pauses again, for a fraction of a second. "Yes," he acknowledges at last, and something - intuition or Avatar sense or something else equally intangible and undefinable - tells her that he does mean it.

vi

Korra curls up against the wall, unable to sleep. It isn't the cold that gets to her this time, not with Tarrlok's coat wrapped around her like a blanket, but the increasingly morbid contemplations that have been running through her mind with greater and greater frequency, eating away at it and making her feel sick with anxiety. Aang had advised her to be patient and observant, and that she would see the opportunity for escape when it presented itself to her - but that was at least two or three weeks ago, and who knows what's happened in Republic City since then? Breaking out of here is going to be no use if she and Tarrlok get back to the city and most of the benders have already been attacked by the Equalists…

She sighs softly, opening her eyes and glancing around, wishing she at least had a window to look out of to distract herself. Even catching a glimpse of the faintest sliver of moonlight would be comforting. But there's no respite from the oppressive darkness and silence, and her own thoughts, and it feels like she's going crazy. As much as she needs sleep, she hates it. As soon as Korra closes her eyes every night, she's plagued by the worst nightmares, vague and disjointed, but no less terrifying for that.

A tiny sound from Tarrlok's side of the cell jolts her out of her contemplations, and she squints over in his direction, her eyes struggling to see through the gloom. He's leaned against the wall opposite hers, in a restless, fitful sleep, and the occasional shiver wracks his body. He's fairly undeserving of her pity - she still blames him for getting them into this situation in the first place - but Korra's hand tightens on the coat regardless. He's let her sleep with it for the past couple of weeks or so…but at the same time, she's reluctant to give it up.

There's a logical solution, but she struggles with it for several moments. If it was anybody else - Tenzin, Mako, Bolin, hell, even Tahno or his Wolfbat teammates, she wouldn't hesitate for a second. But it's Tarrlok, and their relationship is a lot more complicated...to say the least.

In the end, it's her own words that come back to her. We're in this together, you know.

Korra stands and walks toward him quietly, before settling down beside him and throwing one half of the coat around him as best as she can, while keeping the other half wrapped around herself. The new position brings them close in a way that's paradoxically comfortable and uncomfortable at the same time, and she takes a few deep breaths, trying to calm her nerves. It's awkward, though, trying to keep both of them covered while maintaining a few inches of distance between them, and now she doesn't know how she's going to fall asleep at all. This is what you get for being nice, she thinks, somewhat bitterly. Like he cared about your comfort when he was bloodbending you into submission and planning to imprison you who knows where until you 'came around' and 'fell into line' with his stupid plans.

When Tarrlok speaks, his voice hoarse from sleep, she's so startled that she almost falls over. "What are you doing, Avatar?"

"Sharing," Korra replies defensively, even though she really shouldn't feel this way, she's definitely not doing anything wrong. "Obviously."

To her surprise, by way of reply, Tarrlok just wraps both arms around her and pulls her close, so that she leans against him, before evidently falling asleep again, his muscles feeling more relaxed from the increased warmth already. Korra stays as still a statue, her eyes wide open, and it takes a long time for her to even begin to relax. But his heartbeat is steady and oddly reassuring as it beats in sync with hers, a much-needed reminder that she's not alone in this, and the warmth of his body and the feeling of it so close to her own, and his soft hair against her cheekbone, a distraction from the terrible ache that has been building inside her from the moment she was taken captive.

Korra is lulled to sleep by the rise and fall of his chest, and for the first time since they were taken captive, she sleeps without dreams.

vii

They have been prisoners of the Equalists for roughly two months now.

The time has passed in cycles. The first days and weeks were unbearably dark and terrifying, followed by a period of evenness, perhaps even acceptance. Complacence. Waiting for the opportunity Aang mentioned to present itself. Hoping for the best, and coming to the realization that as long as they are imprisoned without further directives from Amon, it's actually good news, because it means the city hasn't fallen; the resistance is still alive. Amon himself had said that it was only in the last stages of the Equalist takeover that he planned to "cleanse" the members of the council, and finally, the Avatar.

But that period is coming to an end, and they're sinking into the familiar darkness and hopelessness, a mutual depression, again. Two months locked up in a tiny, windowless, platinum cell - unable to see the sky and inhale fresh air and feel the sun on their skin and the ground beneath their feet - is a long time. It's a long time to be without bending, without a part of you so integral to your being that getting your arm chopped off would be just as disturbing. It's a long time to eat three minimal meals of stale bread and tea every single day and be roughed up by guards who seem to have thought of everything, who are always two steps ahead and never, ever make the mistake of underestimating them.

It's messing with Korra's head. It's blurring the lines of her sanity. It makes her grateful that at least she has Tarrlok with her (well, there's a thought that she never imagined would cross her mind), because if she'd had to put up with two months of utter solitude, she would have been even more miserable than she is now. They haven't stopped arguing and sniping at each other, and they disagree vehemently and fight whenever it comes to talking politics and how to deal with the situation in Republic City once they get out, but to be completely honest, she takes solace in his company, and she knows he does with hers.

Korra doesn't examine the changed nature of their relationship too closely, regardless, because she isn't quite willing to acknowledge what she might find. That's something she can deal with after they get out of here and take down Amon.

If we get out of here and take down Amon. The thought has been eating away at her for days now. What if they've missed their opportunity for escape, somehow? What if they really are doomed to the fate Amon had prescribed to them?

The thought makes her stomach turn and she stares down at her hard bread, all vestiges of her appetite disappearing with it. "Here," she says abruptly, sliding it over to Tarrlok. "You can have this."

He frowns down at it, noting the mold creeping up the side, and he nudges the remnants of his rations toward her. "Try this. It has a few flakes of seaweed in it."

"I don't want it."

Tarrlok sighs impatiently. "Very well, then, I'll just inform the guards of your dissatisfaction and ask them to phone the nearest Quong's Cuisine to order takeout for you."

He had intended for the words to get a rise out of her and provoke her into eating, but instead, Korra looks away with a wistful sigh. "I wish. I want a bowl of roast duck with fried rice, and maybe-"

The words a tall glass of lychee juice catch in her throat. Lychee juice, for sure. And her family and friends sitting beside her. Naga's fur beneath her hands and her deep, soulful brown eyes looking into her own. To be back in the pro-bending arena, fighting against the Wolfbats, before everything had gone to hell. To stand on the beach on Air Temple Island, the sand shifting beneath her feet, the sun on her back, breathing in the sea air, and demonstrating amazing feats of waterbending for the thrilled airbender kids, just to hear their laughter. She wants to feel alive again. She wants-

Korra reaches out and grabs a handful of Tarrlok's hair, pulling him toward her roughly and kissing him with bruising force. He freezes for an instant, his muscles tensing with surprise, and she wraps her arms around his shoulders, sliding into his lap. But then he's holding her painfully close, kissing her back with a desperation and hunger that's even deeper and more intense than her own.

It's like a salve on a burn; like the first, sweet breath of air after a long period of suffocation. There's nothing tender about it, but it still alleviates the pain and hollowness inside her.

They pull apart after what feels like several minutes, breathless, and Korra sees her own stunned expression reflected in Tarrlok's eyes. She reaches up and touches his cheek lightly, fighting to come to terms with the emotions raging inside her, and it looks like he's doing the same.

"What was that?" she asks quietly - because even though she had been the one who had started it, there had been a depth of feeling in his reciprocation that seemed to go further back than this entire terrible ordeal.

Tarrlok sighs, averting his gaze from hers. "There's a reason I was so upset by your refusal to work with me," he admits, his voice barely audible.

It takes a few moments for his meaning to register, and when it does, Korra blinks, startled. She's caught between the urge to smirk and tease him, or to give in to the more troubling impulse to just smile genuinely. She kisses him again instead, and as Tarrlok reciprocates - smoothing one hand down her back and the curve of her waist and using the other to cup the back of her head, making her arch into his touch and press even more closely against his chest - all the stress and misery and constant worry of the past two months is quieted a little, fading to the background.

She runs her hands from his neck downward, fruitlessly pulling at the collar of his shirt. Upon realizing that it won't give way and that she doesn't exactly want to advertise what they've been doing to the guards by ripping the fabric, she moves to the faded golden clasp of his dark blue shirt instead, tugging at it blindly, impatiently.

It's enough to get Tarrlok's attention, and he pulls back, looking at her in confusion. "What are you doing?"

"Shouldn't it be obvious?" Korra replies dryly, finally managing to undo the clasp. "Wow, Tarrlok. I didn't know you were that sheltered."

Ignoring all of her hard work, Tarrlok inexplicably fastens it again. "Korra-"

"What?" She's getting combative again; flushed, distracted, not in the mood for conversation, and with her sitting where she is, there's no way he can truthfully tell her that he's not tempted. "Don't you want to?" she asks pointedly.

Tarrlok sighs. "Of course I do," he replies tersely, the self-restraint obviously wearing on him. "But not here. Not now. Not on the floor of a cell with Equalist guards twenty feet away."

Korra closes her eyes tightly, a wave of frustration sweeping over her. "Then when?" Her voice cracks at the end, and it's not just about this, it's about everything, and the creeping fear that's been suffocating her, that at any day now, Amon could send for them, and she'll be able to start counting down her remaining lifespan in a matter of hours. She's seventeen, and above all, she doesn't want to die before she's even had the chance to really live.

Tarrlok brushes a lock of hair away from her face, the touch uncharacteristically gentle. "In my bedroom, on my bed, after we defeat Amon," he says quietly. "If you still want to."

Korra leans her cheek into his touch, the anguish and self-doubt surging back. "I don't know if we're ever going to get there," she admits, in a rare moment of raw honesty.

He assures her that they will, and as much as the confidence just makes her uneasy, she appreciates that he's trying to be brave for her. They fall asleep leaning against one another, their fingers tangled together.

viii

It happens, unexpectedly enough, the next morning.

Something is going on in the Equalist base. Korra and Tarrlok's morning tea is interrupted by muffled yelling and orders barked, about a potential "security lapse." Apparently, there is a large party of travelers - benders, fleeing from Republic City - whose path is passing dangerously close to the forest near the base.

"We can't risk being discovered. Send out a couple teams of shock troops to neutralize the entire bunch and send them back to Republic City. It'll be a lesson to anyone back in the city who thinks they can just run away from us."

Upon hearing the voice of the first-in-command on the base, Tarrlok raises an eyebrow, putting it together. There are seven Equalist guards assigned to their little prison compound. Two teams of shock troops leaving the base will leave only three guards to watch over them…which slides the odds in their favor. He glances at Korra, but she's flexing her hands, staring at her palms intently.

Outside the room of their cell, there's the distant sound of the main door of the base opening and closing.

"Very well, then," the Equalist second-in-command says. "Let's deal with the prisoners now. It's getting close to the time limit."

Tarrlok is weighing the odds, trying to determine whether they have a decent chance of overpowering the three incoming guards, when Korra taps him on the shoulder. She's smiling, looking oddly content and happy. "I guess his watch must be slow," she whispers, opening her palm to reveal a small, whirling tornado of air, and he's struck speechless. Despite its size, it's ferocious, whipping both of their clothes and hair into disarray. "The chi blocking lasts for twelve hours. To the exact minute."

They have seconds to spare, but he pulls her close by the waist and kisses her briefly anyway, and it tastes of tea and triumph.

The guards never know what hit them.

ix

The first thing they do when they break out of the cell:

Tarrlok grabs one of the unconscious guards, yanks the tie free of his hair, and ties his own hair back for the first time in two months, with a deep sigh of relief.

Korra jumps up and down, punching the air with an exuberant yell of joy. Then she grabs a set of satomobile keys off the belt of the Equalist second-in-command, examining them with glee. "Let's get out of here!"

They're outside - outside, on a mild but cloudy early spring morning - quickly approaching the sleek black satomobile, by the time it occurs to Tarrlok, and he looks at Korra, and the keys she obviously has no intention of relinquishing. "Do you even know how to drive?" he asks apprehensively.

She laughs, tilting her head up to the sky. "Nope, no idea. But while I was in there, I realized that I really don't want to die before ever driving one of these things. How hard can it be, right?" Korra opens the passenger door courteously, her eyes sparkling with excitement. "After you, Tarrlok."

Tarrlok catches the end of her ponytail in one hand, drawing her close, for another long, sweet kiss, and when they finally draw apart, he smirks at her, momentarily overwhelmed by satisfaction and anticipation for everything that is to come. "Let's go take back our city, Avatar Korra."

Korra beams, heading over to the driver's seat. "It'll be my pleasure."


the end


Thank you to everybody who reviewed, and any feedback would be very much appreciated. :)
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