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Summary: 
            The Avatar and her former nemesis return to Republic City, determined to bring balance to the place they once divided.
Yet Korra and Noatak's future remains uncertain.
As their feelings deepen, keeping the secret of their unlikely bond becomes harder – a bond that proves more dangerous than either ever imagined.

          







1. Recounting

Notes for the Chapter:If you haven’t read  Reflection , you might want to check it out before continuing. Just a heads up - it’s a slowburn, and at 104k words, it really takes its time.




    
    "So there we were, wandering this massive cave for what felt like forever. Just when I thought things couldn't get any worse - suddenly, there was this horrible cracking sound. I turned and saw the wall splitting open right in front of me. Noatak pulled me away, and good thing he did because the next moment the wall exploded. Rocks were falling everywhere on us, and our torch went out. Suddenly, it's pitch black. The kind of darkness you can't see your hand in front of your own face.

And then we heard it.

This growl... I'm telling you, it's the most terrifying sound I've ever heard. It was a badgermole, right there in front of us.

So we were lying there, frozen, no idea what to do.

But we didn't get much time to think because then, the badgermole moved again. It hit Noatak and brought down the ceiling on both of us. I acted on pure instinct and airbent Noatak out of the way then created this air sphere around myself. It saved our lives, but now we were trapped and separated.

After that, I was wandering around with the last two torches, trying to find Noatak and a way out. But I didn’t find anything, and one after the other, the torches went out. I thought I was done for, this is it for me, for real.

But then, something unbelievable happened – there was light, but it was coming from thousands of crystals in the cave ceiling. It was so beautiful, and it seemed like they were creating a path for me to follow, which led me through the cave, right to the heart of it. There I found Noatak because apparently the crystals guided him too. And then..."

Korra's voice trailed off, a blush colored her dark cheeks. She reached for her glass of water and took a sip, using the moment to steal a glance at the man seated beside her.

Noatak sat motionless, his gaze fixed on the floor, but she could tell he absorbed every word. As if feeling her eyes on him, he looked up, their gazes locking for a split second. The next moment he smoothly took over the narrative.

"This place," Noatak stated, his deep voice resonating through the room, "turned out to be what we sought all along. The ancient tomb of the first earthbenders and the birthplace of earthbending itself. There, I was able to restore Korra's bending, and with her newly regained abilities, she got us out of the cave safely."

"Yep, that's it," Korra added, relieved.

The small audience - Tenzin, Pema, and Katara - listened attentively as the incredible story unfolded. And it's not even all of it, Korra thought guiltily.

"I think I know the very place you just described," said Katara, her eyes twinkling. "It was about… seventy-two years ago when Aang and I visited there. Why, I remember, in this very cave was the first time he and I…" She trailed off, a wistful smile crinkling the corners of her eyes. "But those are tales for another time. So tell us, what happened after you left the cave?"

Noatak's voice remained perfectly measured as he continued. "We took some time to heal from our injuries, then set out for Omashu to seek a route to the Fire Nation. However, we learned about the situation in Republic City and decided to come back. We arrived here by taking a small boat and journeying along the coast, resting on land only at night. It took us five days."

Korra almost couldn’t believe how those events could be recounted so dryly. She was relieved he was the one doing it, but she couldn’t help feeling somewhat… guilty. These are all facts, just pure facts. And yet, it almost felt like lying to tell it like this.

"And now you've made it back here," Katara said, her voice rich with warmth. "Overcoming such animosity, setting aside your differences - it's no small feat. But as I've learned, it's the challenges that push us to our limits that often yield the most profound rewards."

Pema shifted uncomfortably at those words, her brow furrowing as she cradled little Rohan to her chest.

"There's one thing I still can't understand," Pema said, fixing Noatak with a hard stare. "Why help Korra? Did you really abandon the ideology that led you to terrorize the city and cause so much pain and suffering?"

Korra's eyes widened, her heart rate quickening as she looked back at Noatak, who met Pema's stare unflinchingly.

"I haven't rejected it," he replied calmly. "I still view bending as a source of inequality and suffering - a power exploited by all, from common thugs to the privileged elite, even those who claim to represent us."

No… not like that, Korra thought while watching Pema's face harden even more, the implied criticism of her husband not lost on her. She shot Noatak a desperate look, trying to catch his attention, her eyes conveying a silent pleading.

For a fleeting beat, their gazes locked. The next moment, Noatak's eyes returned to Pema, and his voice softened.

"However, since my defeat at the hands of the Avatar, I have reflected upon my actions. I realized how cruel and callous I was in pursuit of my goals. But what shook me most was realizing that, ultimately, I had followed the path my father had set for me." His expression remained guarded, but his sincerity was clear in every word. "That is why I chose to undo the damage I had inflicted on the Avatar, and why I'm now committed to helping her bring balance to Republic City, while abandoning my original ways."

Korra released a breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding, feeling the tension dissipate from her shoulders. But she knew this explanation only scratched the surface of the reasons she and Noatak had explored in private conversations. Things that had to remain secret from everyone.

"Are we to understand," Tenzin began, his voice low and grave, "that you truly regret your past actions?"

The silence that followed was thick enough to cut, broken only by Rohan's innocent babbling.  Noatak's gaze lingered on the baby for a moment, a flicker of something indecipherable crossing his stoic face before he spoke.

"There are certain things," Noatak began, his usually steady voice wavering slightly, "that I would give anything to undo." He paused, taking a deep breath before continuing, his tone regaining its characteristic control. "My purpose now is to right those wrongs."

Pema's eyes narrowed as she studied Noatak intently, searching for any hint of deception. Beside her, Tenzin's expression was a mixture of suspicion and cautious surprise.

"Will you consider restoring the bending of others?" The airbender challenged quietly.

Noatak hesitated, and Korra felt her breath hitch. She realized with a pang that since that one time about a month ago, on a ship to the Earth Kingdom, she had never raised this issue with him. And back then, he had clearly stated he would not do so.

"Given the current circumstances, restoring bending would only add fuel to the chaos," Noatak said with a careful, measured tone. "Many of those individuals are still criminals. Even if we consider doing so for those who aren’t, it would inevitably expose my identity, complicate any resolution and, most importantly, endanger the Avatar by revealing our alliance."

He paused, his eyes still locked with Tenzin's, before adding quietly, "I am, however, willing to do so. Under two conditions: high-level criminals are excluded, and it happens only after peace is restored."

Korra stared at Noatak in surprise, feeling a warm, fuzzy sensation in her stomach. He never told her that. When had he come to this decision?

Tenzin's brow furrowed as he considered Noatak's words. Eventually, he gave an almost imperceptible nod. "Very well," he said, his tone softening. "It's time we brief you on the full situation."

Over the next hour, Tenzin painted a grim picture of Republic City. Shortly after Korra and Noatak's departure, massive protests had erupted, calling for the reinstatement and amplification of Tarrlok's harsh measures against non-benders. The situation had rapidly escalated into violence, forcing entire neighborhoods to evacuate to Air Temple Island. While it initially seemed like spontaneous unrest, Tenzin was starting to suspect was part of a coordinated effort.

"Your movement," Tenzin said, his cold gaze returning to Noatak, "has crippled the city's peacekeeping forces. The police and the Order of the White Lotus were overwhelmed when it all started and were unable to protect the innocent. The United Forces are occupied with unrest in the Fire Nation and, given their recent losses in the previous war, were reluctant to engage in another conflict here so soon. Some Equalists have tried to establish safe zones for non-benders, but I've heard they're losing ground recently. And refugees continue arriving to the island daily."

"We can't even enter the city anymore," Pema added quietly. "Even here, we're not entirely safe. The remaining White Lotus members are focused on guarding the island from potential attacks on the refugees, the acolytes, or our family."

A hollowness settled in the pit of Korra's stomach. Her gaze shifted between the airbender and his wife.

"If this is the situation, what can I really do?" she asked desperately. "How can I bring peace to the city when I couldn't back then... and now, it seems even worse than before…"

She swallowed hard, feeling as if the weight of her responsibility was physically pressing down on her, heavier than when she first heard about the situation. She knew that her own past actions, among other things, had triggered the complete deterioration that brought the city to its current state. While exposing Amon led to the near-total collapse of his movement, it also shifted things in favor of his most extreme enemies.

"The way I see it," Noatak said, drawing everyone's attention, "the Avatar is the only one who can truly resolve this situation." His intense gaze locked onto Korra. "You have the unique potential to unite benders and non-benders alike. But first, you must convince them that a just society can rise from the ashes of this conflict. They'll only rally behind you if they believe such a future is possible – and that you'll fight for their rights once peace is restored."

Korra's eyes widened, her heart pounding. "Rally people?" she repeated faintly. "I'm not... I don't know if I can do that. I'm good at fighting. But this… I'm no leader..."

"I agree with Noatak," said Katara confidently. "This isn't so different from what Aang had to face, and believe me, it never came naturally to him either. Remember, Korra, you won't have to do this alone. We're all here to support you."

"I have no doubt you can do it," Pema added, offering a reassuring smile. She placed a hand on her husband's thigh. "Tenzin?"

Tenzin covered Pema's hand with his own, his grey eyes soft as he gazed at Korra. "No one becomes a leader overnight, Korra," he said. "I understand your doubts, but I have faith in your abilities. And as my mother said, you won't face this alone. We'll be by your side, always."

Korra managed a small smile at her airbending master's words. Their united support lifted her spirits and the fact that they could find common ground with Noatak's suggestion.

"So we're good to go," said Katara with a smile. "I believe our first step should be to announce your return to the city. And with that, share your vision for the future. It has to happen as soon as possible."

"Yeah... that makes sense," Korra replied, her voice tinged with hesitation. A new worry twisted her inside, joining the myriad of others. "I just... what if people get mad that I was gone for so long?"

Pema let out a light chuckle. "Korra, need I remind you Avatar Aang disappeared for a hundred years? This will be nothing in comparison. You did not abandon them - you needed the time to recover your bending, and you were back even before you completed it."

"And on that note," added Tenzin, "I believe it's crucial to highlight the successful recovery of your bending. It will give people hope. And if you don't, you won't be able to use your bending in the battles to come."

Korra frowned skeptically. "But what about those who can't get their bending back yet? Wouldn't they resent that I regained mine?"

"It ultimately depends on how you present it," replied the airbender grimly. "As much as I dislike the notion of distorting the truth... you may need to present some details differently, for the greater good in this situation."

Korra winced at the idea of deliberate deception, even if well-intentioned. It went against every fiber of her being. But she knew with tensions so high, they had to tread very carefully.

She turned to Noatak, fighting the urge to reach for his hand. "What about you?" she asked. "What will your role be in all of this?"

Noatak stared at her momentarily. "I'll be keeping a low profile this time," he answered. "My work will be behind the scenes, gathering intelligence. But I'll also be helping you, however you need."

Korra couldn’t help but smile, warmth flooding her chest once more. "With your experience, I'll probably need your help more than anyone else's. You know how to gather people under a cause...and no one understands Equalists better than you."

For the first time since the heavy conversation began, Korra felt a flutter of excitement. Noatak will be by her side, they'll be working together to heal the city, just as they planned. Even Pema and Tenzin seemed to accept it. It was more than she could have hoped for.

"So," she said, her voice brightening, "we should figure an arrangement for you to stay here, right?"

In the blink of an eye, it felt as if the atmosphere had chilled by ten degrees.

"Korra," Noatak said uneasily. "Can we speak for a moment? Outside?"

Confusion furrowed Korra's brow. "What? Why?" She remained seated as Noatak rose, moving towards the door with the clear expectation that she would follow.

Korra watched him for several moments, surprised. Eventually, without looking at the others, she let out a small sigh, got up, and joined him.

As the door clicked shut behind her, Korra turned to him. "What's this about?" she demanded.

"In a moment," he murmured, leading her down the hallway, and they stopped before a door marked 'Storage'. He held it open, gesturing for her to enter.

Eyeing him suspiciously, Korra stepped into the room. It was small and cluttered, with shelves lining the walls, filled with various supplies and old equipment. Noatak followed, and the door clicked softly shut as she turned to face him.

"Korra..." he began, then paused.

She raised an eyebrow, bewildered by his unusual hesitance. She opened her mouth to speak, but he beat her to it.

"How could you suggest I stay here?" he asked incredulously.

"What?" Korra blinked, taken aback. "What's the problem? You're here to help, and there are already so many new people living on the island."

His eyes narrowed. "Do you think it was appropriate asking that family to host me?"


  So this is what that was all about… 


"Noatak, Tenzin and Pema are like family to me! They understand now what you've done for me, and they know you want to make things better for this city. I'm sure they also understand we can't do this without you because we really can't!"

"Korra, you're being incredibly naïve," he said flatly.

"Oh yeah? You think you know them better than I do?"

"I don't," he said. "But it's not difficult to see that if I weren't useful, and the city had any functioning authority, their primary concern would be turning me in without risking any othe–"

"That's bullshit! What are you even talking ab–"

"–and I wouldn’t blame them in the slightest. Regardless," he cut in firmly, "staying here is not an option."

Korra took a deep breath, exhaling slowly. Truth be told, she did understand his point of view. But she wanted so desperately to be close to him. Succeeding in their plans only seemed possible if they were truly working on this together.

"But then, where else would you go?" she asked desperately.

"I have an apartment in the city, as you're well aware."

Korra snorted and crossed her arms. "That tiny place in the middle of gang's territory? Seriously, Noatak? You really think I'm going to let you live in a war zone? And why are you smiling?" she demanded at his obvious amusement. Although she adored that sight, right now it only served to fuel her frustration.

Noatak chuckled. "I'm smiling because you're adorable."

Korra turned away from him. "This is no laughing matter. I'm dead serious," she hissed.

Behind her, his footsteps approached before she felt his arms gently wrapping around her, resting below her own. She tensed at first, but after several beats, found herself begrudgingly melting into his embrace.

"Korra, don't make a fuss out of it," he murmured, his lips brushing her hair. "You know I'll be fine."

"Why? Because you think you're unbeatable?" she mocked. "Or is it so unbelievable to you that for once, someone's looking out for you?"

He did not reply.

Eventually, she pulled away and turned to face him. "Noatak... you won't change your mind about that?"

"I won't," he said.

A lump formed in her throat. "Then tell me, how exactly are we going to make this work? It has to be the two of us, together in this."

Reaching out, Noatak brushed a stray lock of hair from her face, before his hand rested gently on her cheek. His glacier-blue gaze were searching hers, piercing yet tender. "But I'll be there, Korra, constantly. It may not always be easy, but I will do everything I can to fulfill this promise to you."

Gazing into his earnest eyes, Korra nodded. "I trust you."

The corners of Noatak's mouth lifted in a genuine smile, relishing those three simple words. He leaned in, gently tilting her face upward, and Korra met him halfway. Their kiss was slow and deep.

"You should return to the others. It's been too long," he said once their lips parted.

"And you're leaving now?" she asked solemnly.

He nodded.

"So when will I see you again?"

"Sooner than you think," he promised vaguely.

As they exited the small room, Korra felt a shift in their demeanor, even though the corridor was deserted. She had to accept this was their new reality - they could only act on their feelings in hidden, closed spaces.

"See you soon," she mumbled, hearing him echo the same words before he turned and disappeared from sight.

When Korra returned to the others, only Katara and Tenzin remained as Pema had left to tend to Rohan. Korra felt their questioning gazes as she sank back into her chair.

"He's gone," she said heavily before they could ask.

"Gone? Where?" asked Tenzin suspiciously.

"Somewhere in the city… he's got a small place over there."

Tenzin’s face reddened. “Korra, the temple grounds are under constant surveillance. You can't just let him come and go as he pleases without informing anyone. The sentries will –"

"Tenzin, they won't find him," Korra said wearily.

"What do you mean?"

"The only way for them to find him," she explained, "is if he wants them to. So they won't. We're talking about Amon here."

Tenzin appeared visibly conflicted, struggling to find the right words until he finally spoke up, "Do you really trust him?"

Korra stared at him, momentarily taken aback. “Yes, I trust him. One hundred percent.”

Tenzin exhaled heavily. “It’s not that I doubt your judgment, Korra, but you’re still quite young. And we know how manipulative he can be. Forgive me for saying this, but it wouldn’t be too difficult for him to gain your trust, even to the extent of returning your bending to manipulate you. That’s why - ”

"No, Tenzin, stop right there," Korra said firmly. “I understand your concerns, but... I’ve got to know him pretty well recently - you’ve just heard what we’ve been through together. And he’s given me more than enough reasons to believe he’s truly changed. You need to trust me on this one.”

She held his grey gaze with unwavering determination, but deep inside realized that Noatak may has been right. Maybe she was too naive, forgetting the fact that no one else has experienced firsthand all that she did in the past several months. 

"Son, may I remind you that your father and I did the same," Katara said softly. “In fact, Aang was always the more trusting of us. He never hesitated to extend a hand towards former enemies, if he believed they could change their ways."

Korra found mild amusement in the thought that to her knowledge, Aang had never ventured as close to the enemy as she had.

"Alright," Tenzin conceded reluctantly. "As I said earlier, given the gravity of the situation... it seems this is the better option. But while his help could be useful, no doubt, I still urge you to stay alert for any signs that his intentions might not be... as sincere as he claims.”

Korra let out an exasperated sigh but nodded begrudgingly.

Tenzin’s stern look softened into a more sympathetic one. “Would you like to rest now, Korra? You must be exhausted. We can wake you before dinner.”

“Yes, I’m tired, but before that…” Korra took another deep breath. “I really wish to see Naga. She’s still here, right?”

"Of course she's here, and she'd be so happy to see you again," said Tenzin kindly.

“Great,” Korra replied, though her stomach twisted with unease as she asked her next question. “And… have you heard anything from Mako, Bolin, and Asami...?"

“Only once,” the airbender said. “They visited the island about a month ago before they left due to the situation.”

"They left?!" Korra exclaimed.

Tenzin's expression darkened. “You may not have heard, but a few weeks ago, rioters staged a brutal jailbreak for Hiroshi Sato. They publicly executed him and several other Equalists, and shortly after, they set their sights on his daughter.”

Korra’s eyes widened in horror. “They killed Mr. Sato..? And now they’re after Asami… but she never supported the Equalists!”

"As you can probably guess," said Tenzin heavily, "that never really mattered to them."

Tears of anger welled up in Korra's eyes, and she brushed them away. "Did they say anything… about me? Before they left?"

“Of course,” Tenzin said gently. “They came specifically to see you. I told them you were on a spiritual journey to restore your bending, though I didn’t go into details. They were hopeful you’d succeed. They also mentioned heading to an Earth Kingdom town where the brothers have family - a place where Asami can be safe for now. I believe I wrote down the name somewhere.”

"Okay... good..." Korra said weakly, her shoulders slumping as she absorbed the news. Her friends had left Republic City. The last time she saw them she was screaming horrible things at them, back when she was at her rock bottom. She wished they could have seen her now, and maybe take part in this new mission by her side. It broke her heart knowing this won't happen.

"And what about Lin?" she blurted out, realizing she'd heard nothing about the former chief of police.

Tenzin's expression, if possible, darkened even more. “Lin… The last we knew, she was imprisoned in an Equalist facility with some other officers. But by the time the place was checked after the revolution fell, her cell was found empty.”

Korra's chest tightened. Everything seemed to be falling apart, and she desperately hoped there was a way to make things right. She felt an urgent need to find a quiet place where she could digest it all.

Standing up abruptly, she said, "I think I'll go visit Naga now."

"Of course..." Tenzin nodded. "Just… let me know if you need anything else."

"And don't forget to rest," added Katara gently.

Korra walked to the door and pushed the handle open. "See you all later. Call me before dinner."

Unbeknownst to her, shortly after the door closed behind her, her airbending master spoke again.

"She… seem to have changed quite a lot. Matured, I think."

"It does seem like it, doesn't it?" his mother replied softly.
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2. Nightly Visits


    
    Korra climbed up the staircase to her room after a long dinner with the airbending family. Her mood had significantly improved  thanks to the enthusiastic welcome from the airbending children, each of whom had their own unique way of showing their excitement about her return. Her stomach was still hurting from the laughs and the amounts of food she'd had, to the point that it was embarrassingly difficult to climb up all those stairs. She was also very tired, even though she managed to sleep for about a couple of hours, snuggling against her polar bear dog best friend.

Korra reached her room at last and swung the door open. It was dark, with only the distant city lights filtering through the window, casting a gentle glow over her bed, desk, and... something else.

Someone else.

"I told you I'd come sooner than you think."

She chuckled. "You really do keep to your promises, don't you?"

Noatak stepped towards her, but she was already in motion and leapt into his arms, her momentum causing him to take a half-step back as he caught her. Her fingers curled into the fabric of his shirt as her nose buried in the crook of his neck, inhaling deeply. His scent was all too intoxicating, especially now as it mingled with the salty tang of sea air.

Noatak's lips found her face, nuzzling and peppering her cheeks with tender kisses, all while carrying her until they sank together to a seat on the mattress. Korra shifted to settle sideways across his lap, her arms encircled around his neck, their eyes meeting briefly before she pulled him into a kiss that began sweetly, but gradually escalated into something much more intense.

But just as the battle of dominance was building up, Korra pulled away too abruptly, leaving him gazing at her with mild bewilderment.

“If you couldn’t resist seeing me after just a few hours, why didn’t you want to stay here?” she asked with a playful pout.

Her eyes also began wandering over him, taking in his new appearance for the first time. The Earth Kingdom-style travel tunic was gone, replaced by a sleek, pitch-black outfit consisting of a collared, hooded jacket that hugged his frame, dark pants, and leather boots.

"It's true that being apart isn't easy," he murmured, his hands gliding up and down her waist with tender possessiveness. He leaned in, placing sweet, chaste kisses along her jawline. "I've grown accustomed to constantly being with you."

“Tell me about it,” she said with a wry smile, giving him a quick peck on the lips before fixing him with a challenging look. “So, is it better playing hide and seek with the White Lotus from now on?”

"Well… it wasn’t that difficult to begin with, especially with all the refugees around," he remarked with a hint of disapproval. "I'm contemplating whether I should anonymously tip them about the flaws in their security... but that might complicate my visits here."

Korra chuckled and rested her head on his shoulder, enjoying the feeling of his arms tightening around her. "So despite the lousy security, how did you figure out which room was mine?"

"Let's just say I had a bit of... prior knowledge," he replied cryptically.

She raised her head abruptly, fixing him with a pointed look. "Wow, that's not creepy at all."

He had the grace to look a bit sheepish. "Believe me, I'd also rather have it under different circumstances." In an obvious move to appease her, his hands moved to her shoulders, skilled fingers began to knead her taut muscles.

The long days of waterbending their boat from Omashu to Republic City had left Korra tense and sore. She instinctively shifted to sit with her back to him, giving him better access. A soft moan escaped her lips as his thumbs worked into a particularly tight spot, his touch making her melt bonelessly against him. It didn't hurt that his broad frame was like a furnace; it was winter again in Republic City, her second one here, and it was a real perk to have someone to snuggle with.

His fingers traced a path down her spine, pressing into specific points with uncanny precision. Her back arched involuntarily, her head falling back against his shoulder.  He knew what he was doing…

"You know…" she murmured tightly, "I used to have dreams… of you… here…"

His hands paused mid-motion, and she could feel the sudden tension against her back.

"Is that so?" he whispered.

A soft smile curled on her lips. "Yeah... It's just -" She straightened, turning to face him. "I never imagined it would ever be like – this." Her hands cradled his face, thumbs brushing over his cheekbones as she leaned in to capture his lips once more.

Noatak's response was electric. She gasped as his hand tangled in her hair, fingers weaving through the dark strands and deepening the kiss into another passionate clash of lips. His other hand slipped beneath the hem of her shirt, sending a shiver through her as his rough palm traced fiery paths along her sides, her ribcage, and her abdomen.

Craving the same, Korra's hands began tracing down his face, his neck and front until she found the hem of his jacket but discovered that it was tucked tightly under a belt. Undeterred, her fingers began fumbling blindly with the buttons. The weariness from the day had long since vanished, replaced by a single driving desire.

A low sound, something between a moan and a sigh of relish escaped Noatak's lips as his hand began roaming higher, lifting her shirt and exposing her abdomen to the cold night air. Suddenly, he broke the kiss with a sharp intake of breath. Korra interpreted this as him aiming to get rid of it and eagerly gripped the hem of her own shirt, ready to pull it over her head

Before she could, both his hands were on hers.

"Shhh…"

Lightheaded and panting, Korra followed his sharp gaze toward the door. She held her breath, straining to listen… and her heart stopped at the unmistakable sound of footsteps.

Followed by two knocks on the door.

She turned to Noatak and mouthed a single word: 'Hide!'

Korra leaped from his lap at once, but stared dumbfounded as Noatak calmly stood up, rebuttoned his jacket and smoothed his hair.

Then, he began walking toward the door.

"What are you doing???" she hissed as quietly yet urgently as she could, but that did nothing. Preparing for the upcoming, she quickly tried to fix her rumpled shirt and hair.

Noatak flicked on the light before opening the door. "Good evening, Master Katara."

"Good evening, Noatak," came the good-natured reply from the corridor. "I can't say it's a real surprise to meet you here."

"Would you like to come in?" he offered politely.

"Only if that's okay with you and Korra," said Katara and passed the threshold, noticing Korra. "I do hope I'm not interrupting anything."

"N-no, w-why would you t-think t-that??" stammered Korra, her face burning red.

Katara chuckled. "Then it seems I was. I'm sorry," she said sincerely. "I was hoping to speak with you privately, Korra, since we didn't have the chance earlier. But I'm quite glad Noatak is here as well."

"I… don’t understand," said Korra weakly and collapsed back to a seat on the edge of her bed. Her gaze shifted between Katara's kind and amused face and Noatak's stoic and unworried expression. "Did you know...?"

Katara settled down beside Korra on the bed while Noatak fetched a chair to place in front of the two women. "Well… Let's say that I suspected."

"How?"

"Mainly by observing the subtle way in which you two interact."

"Oh, shoot." Korra clenched her eyes momentarily, before turning to look at Noatak. "And how the hell did you know that Katara knows??"

He shrugged. "I suspected as much from the way she was looking at us."

Korra crossed her arms and huffed. "Two geniuses."

"Do we need to worry that others might also know?" Noatak asked the elderly woman.

"As far as I'm aware of, you don't," replied Katara. "But you need to be careful. It's dangerous."

"Yes, we are well aware," said Noatak darkly. "I will do everything to make sure no one else finds out."

"But Katara…" began Korra hesitantly. "Aren't you… you know."

"Are you asking if I oppose the fact that you two have become close to such an extent? Of course not. I find it quite remarkable," replied the old master with a warm smile. "I may be the only one to know the two of you well enough, and I suspected the potential for you to positively influence one another - otherwise, I wouldn’t have encouraged you to embark on your journey together. Witnessing you now… it fills me with immense joy."

Korra beamed, the tension relieving from her shoulders. "It means so much to hear you say that. We've been wondering if there's anyone who would be willing to accept us, and you came up as one of only two options."

The old master chuckled. "And the other one is…?"

"Noatak's mom."

"Ah, I see. Judging by what you shared about visiting her, that does seem very likely," Katara said kindly, before her tone grew serious once more. "But as I mentioned, caution is crucial going forward. Despite the widespread belief that Amon is gone… I don’t want to imagine the public uproar if the truth were ever discovered. Maintaining a clean public image is more important than ever for you, Korra."

An unpleasant knot twisted Korra's stomach upon hearing these words, so similar to Noatak's warning back at the lake near Omashu. She hated to be reminded of how complicated this relationship was fated to be. "I know…"

"But what truly intrigues me is... how did this happen?" inquired Katara, glancing between the couple.

Korra's gaze shifted to Noatak.

"Go ahead," he said, encouraging her to tell the full story as she saw fit.

"Fine," she said, turning her attention back to her waterbending master. "It all really began… well, in the... Cave of Two Lovers."

"I had a suspicion there was more to that story," Katara remarked with a knowing smile. "So it began quite recently, just a week ago."

"Well, yes and no," said Korra tentatively. "It was all very gradual… at first, well, you know that when we went on this journey together, we practically hated each other's guts. And this guy here – " she patted Noatak's lap for emphasis " – was just looking for the first opportunity to escape."

Noatak glanced at her with a glint of fond amusement then covered her hand with his.

"Why didn't you?" Katara asked him.

"Initially, my intent was to travel far enough from Republic City to make a clean getaway. I maintained what I believed to be a pretense by accompanying Korra to the North Pole. But once there..." he paused pensively, before speaking more deliberately, "Because of Korra, I finally had the chance to visit my mother - something I could never bring myself to do before. It didn't take much more than that, coupled with everything else we've endured together, to convince me this was the right path."

"Korra's charms grew on you," concluded the old master, glancing appreciatively at their intertwined hands.

His thumb ran over Korra's knuckles. "Yes, they have."

Korra snickered. "But then came a long episode of the two of us not being really sure of the other's feelings, and it was really awkward at times. But I think we both knew deep down what it was." She looked at him with a teasing grin. "Noatak of course was the one who refused to take it further because according to his calculations, it didn’t make any sense."

"I wasn’t wrong," he pointed out.

"Yes, you were," Korra countered fiercely. "Eventually, it will all work out. You'll see."

"Regardless, our main focus should be working to defeat the enemy," he said dryly. "That means everything else has to wait - our individual goals, even our well-being."

"I don't think I agree with you," Katara said, her weathered features creasing into a frown. "But I understand why you'd say that. The way I see it, you and Korra are going to play a pivotal role in the days ahead. You've been together such a short while, yes, but by overcoming such insurmountable obstacles, it seems clear that you two make each other happy. So yes, I believe that the well-being of your individual lives and the strength of your connection are essential for our victory.

She paused for a moment before adding, "You are not just a tool, Noatak; you're a human being with emotional needs that shouldn't be neglected, even in the pursuit of a greater goal."

The former Equalist leader regarded the elderly woman in stoic silence.

"The reason I came," Katara continued at last, "was to ask you, Korra, how you felt about having to stay apart from Noatak, and how we can ensure the two of you will continue working closely together. But if Noatak can slip in undetected like this..."

"It's still an issue," Noatak countered. "Korra and I need a space for planning and training, and her room won't suffice." His gaze shifted to Korra. "I may have a temporary solution. I suggest we meet tomorrow at the Avatar Aang Memorial to work on the speech announcing your return."

"Avatar Aang Memorial…?" Korra repeated.  "But security has been so tight here lately. The White Lotus will definitely see me and ask questions. And just because you can go past them freely doesn't mean I can."

"Then I'll come to pick you up."

"And is it safe there?" asked Katara.

"I checked the place today, and it seemed to have been deserted for a while – no signs of recent activity."

"Sounds excellent," the elderly woman approved. "I can cover for you if someone asks where you are, Korra."

Rising to her feet, Katara smiled fondly at the two of them. "Well, children, it's been a pleasure. But now I will leave you two to enjoy each other's company."

Korra's cheeks flushed, but she got up to accompany Katara to the door and hugged her. "Goodnight, Katara."

Once the door closed, Korra remained unmoving for some moments, taking a deep breath and letting everything that had just happened to sink in. That day never ceased to astonish her.

She then turned to find Noatak returning the chair to its original place.

"Told ya," she said smugly, "Katara was totally okay with us."

"Indeed you did," Noatak acknowledged, amusement coloring his tone as he approached her once more. "Korra, I should leave too. But I'll return before dawn, so try to get as much rest tonight. You'll need it."

"Oh, but…" Korra hesitated. "But why don't you just stay here tonight?" she blurted.

His lips set in a grim line. "We discussed this."

"No, we haven't," she insisted stubbornly. "This is different. It's just for one night. And you need the rest too. How do you expect to manage that if you have to trek back to the city, risk getting spotted or worse on the way, only to turn right around before dawn?"

Their gaze held, a small battle.

Eventually, with a resigned sigh, he relented. "Very well."

"You make it sound like it's a punishment," she accused, but still leaned to place a chaste kiss of gratitude on his lips.

"You have no idea how far you are from the truth," he said seriously.

She chuckled, but then yawned. "Just snuggling, though. I'm really exhausted now. That day felt like forever."

"Of course."

Korra quickly shed her day clothes, her bare skin covered with goosebumps in the cold night air. The rooms here didn’t have any heating but she knew the best kind of warmth awaited her. After slipping into a loose sleep shirt and panties and tossing her hair free, she climbed into bed.

Noatak had neatly folded his garments and placed them atop her table. Now, he hovered by the bed, awaiting her invitation. Korra threw back the blanket on his side of the bed as a silent gesture for him to join. Once he did, she wasted no time snuggling as close to him as possible and sighed contentedly as his arms enveloped her from behind.

"Wow…" she breathed.

"What is it?"

Her sluggish mind tried to verbalize her thoughts coherently. "It's just… You're here – it's… crazy…"

His chest vibrated with a chuckle, and he placed a soft kiss on her neck.

"I know."
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3. Speech


    
    The river of people that made its way between rows of tents was of all ages – from wide-eyed children to weathered elders. Their tattered clothes and exhausted faces spoke of the hardships they had endured. But the news of the Avatar's return which spread like wildfire the day before had brought a spark of hope in those who had lost nearly everything. Almost every refugee, or so it seemed, had chosen to attend, eager to see the Avatar in person and hear her words, yearning for a glimpse of hope.

Noatak was moving with the crowd, blending easily with a plain brown attire with a matching hat that was common among the city's blue-collar laborers. He advanced towards the central gathering where the Avatar would speak, wishing he could instead be at her side. He knew how nervous she might feel and wanted to ease her mind, boost her confidence in her own abilities. But that was, of course, impossible.

The masses began to gather in front of a newly erected stage in an open area under the gray sky. As the moment approached, technicians scrambled around, adjusting sound equipment and performing last-minute checks. Korra was still nowhere to be seen, likely engaged in a final discussion with her mentors.

It wasn't long before Noatak felt her presence - a strong, rapidly beating heart amid the thousands around him. He even surprised himself by how easily he could pinpoint her nowadays, amidst the sea of pulses.

Korra soon came into view, flanked by her waterbending and airbending mentors, though the crowd had yet to notice them. Only when she reached the steps of the stage a murmur rippled through the spectators, all eyes turning her way. Katara clasped Korra’s shoulders, offering last words of encouragement, while the airbender added his own supportive remarks. Korra nodded stiffly, before turning to climb up the stage alone.

Noatak could sense the quickening flutter of her heart as she stood before the sea of faces. Even at this distance, he could notice the unusual pallor of her skin.

Breathe, Korra, he thought. You've got this. Just like yesterday. 

For a fleeting moment, an idea tempted him – I could calm her nerves right now, from here. She'd never even know –

But he abandoned the thought almost as quickly as it had formed. Even if she remained unaware, it would be a betrayal of her trust.

And yesterday, she had proven herself more than capable on her own.

 


  36 hours earlier



  


"Okay, I’ve got the main points down," Korra said, her fingers drumming nervously on her knee. "It's just... finding the right way to say it that’s tripping me up."

"Yes, choosing the right words is important," Noatak agreed. "But in this case, it’s crucial to be both compelling and heartfelt. You’re aiming to unite people divided by a civil war."

Korra huffed, and he felt her pulse quickening. "I thought you were going to help."

"I am," Noatak stated simply. "But we can't ignore the facts."

They were seated on the stone steps of Avatar Aang Memorial Island, facing the vast ocean. The sky in its pre-dawn beauty was beginning to shift from a deep blue hue to warm orange.

"Know what?" Korra said abruptly, turning to face him fully. "Let’s see you do it. Give me a speech, right now, on the spot."

Noatak raised an eyebrow. "And how exactly would that help us progress?"

"Just... inspire me," she insisted. "Show me how a master does it."

His gaze drifted back to the sea in contemplative silence, his fingers tapping lightly on the stone steps.

Noatak's voice suddenly transformed, taking on a commanding, oratorical style he hadn’t used in so long. "Equalist brothers and sisters," he began as if addressing an unseen crowd, his voice booming in the semi-closed space. "Our long struggle to reshape society, to tear down the oppressive bending establishment, has reached a pivotal moment. I am delighted to share with you that through your unwavering dedication, we have achieved the unthinkable. The Avatar herself has been stripped of her bending!"

"What??"

He continued. "Our victory, against no other than the mightiest bender in existence, should serve as an everlasting example to every last of her kind who still opposes their inevitable fate!"

"Okay, got it, you can stop now!"

"However, due to unforeseeable circumstances, it turned out that the Avatar still possesses powers in forms that I could never have anticipated. She had employed those powers to an effective measure, quite unknowingly, and changed the picture. This power I refer to is one that made even the leader of the Equalists himself," he paused, his gaze locking with Korra's, "so utterly captivated by her, leaving me no choice but to undo all I had accomplished."

Korra stared dumbly at him before bursting into a fit of laughter. "Really??"

He watched her with a smirk tugging at his lips. "Yes, really."

Wiping tears from her eyes, Korra shook her head in disbelief. "I never took you for the cheesy type," she said, grinning. "You're just full of surprises, aren't you?"

"Well, our relationship is defined by surprises," he pointed out, "but we should refocus. Your speech needs to be written before we can move on to practice."

He insisted Korra write the first draft while he guided her with comments and suggestions. By the time it was ready, the winter sun had climbed higher in the sky, its gentle rays casting warm glow on their seated forms. Crafting the speech was delicate work; Korra had to convey her message in a way that resonated with both sides of the conflict, and most importantly - convince them both to unite under her leadership.

"Noatak, I'm going to promise them their bending back after the war," Korra said, her gaze intense as she searched his eyes. "I can't lie about that. You told Tenzin, but I need to hear you say it to me. Will you restore everyone's bending?"

Noatak looked into the piercing cerulean gaze but hesitated. The idea still conflicted him. He recognized the numerous complications that would arise from fulfilling her request: Not only would it further betray the cause to which he had devoted his life, but also ruin his anonymity, making him a target for both factions involved in the conflict. In the past, such risks had seemed inconsequential; as Amon, he had been declared public enemy number one and was surrounded by enemies who would go to extreme lengths to destroy him, if given the chance.

Now, however, the implications were far more personal and devastating. Exposing himself and becoming a target once again would shatter any hope he had of a future by Korra's side. The very act of helping her could ultimately drive them apart.

Yet denying this was also unthinkable. The promise to return bending would be crucial for Korra to gain support. If she alone regained her bending, no matter the reason, it could eventually be used against her, damaging her reputation and undermining her legitimacy.

He delicately tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. "Eventually, I will have to do it," he said softly but with firm resolve. "There's no question about it." As he spoke, Noatak was struck by how so little time by her side had changed him. It wasn’t his core beliefs that had changed, but his willingness to set them aside for something far more important to him.

Korra's response came not in words, but she lunged forward, capturing his lips in a deep kiss that conveyed her level of gratitude.

Within the hour, they had worked through two more drafts and began rehearsals. Korra stood in front of Noatak, practicing the speech while he sat on the stairs, listening attentively and occasionally offering comments.

"Fuck! That was horrible!" she groaned after her third try. "I keep stumbling over words, and my voice is shaking for no reason," she added miserably.

Noatak studied her for a moment. "Give me the speech." He stood up, holding out his hand. When she reluctantly complied, he tore the papers several times and pocketed the remains. "Now try again."

Korra's jaw dropped, her eyes wide with disbelief.  "I don't remember this shit by heart, Noatak!"

"You don't need to," he replied, calm and assured. "You know what you should say. To show you truly believe every word, use your own."

In her fourth attempt at the speech, Korra's frustration was palpable. Each time she misplaced a word, a curse slipped out, as she was still trying to replicate the speech precisely as they had written it. It wasn't until her seventh try that she began moving away from the script and into her own voice.

"How was that?" she asked, hope creeping into her tone.

"Better." Noatak stood up again, this time moving to stand directly in front of her. "Assume a fighting stance."

"What?"

"Now, Korra."

Hesitantly, she fell into a stance, eyeing him suspiciously, suddenly very alert and on edge.

His first punch she dodged easily, but it was just to test her. A small smile appeared on her lips as she aimed a powerful kick at his shoulder.

For the next quarter of an hour, they engaged in an intense sparring session, similar to the many they had so often shared during their time traveling the Earth Kingdom.

By its end, Korra collapsed onto the cold stone, her chest heaving and a satisfied grin on her sweat-drenched face. "Wow, I really needed that," she panted, savoring the sun's gentle rays as she closed her eyes.

Until Noatak's shadow fell over her. "Did I tell you to rest?" he asked sternly. "Get up now. Rehearse."

Korra sent him an incredulous look from the floor, but he maintained his cool, unamused gaze. With a theatrical sigh, she pushed herself up. "Fine…"

Clearing a throat, she began, "People of Republic City – this is Avatar Korra…"

 

"Somehow, it felt a bit better than last time," Korra said, her eyes searching his for approval.

"It was significantly better," Noatak affirmed. "Your body and mind were more relaxed, and it showed."

Korra's face lit up with a grin.

"I think you've earned a break," Noatak said, stretching his arms as he stood up. "I'll fetch us some lunch from the city."

Her smile faltered. "Is that okay to just go and openly buy stuff there?"

"It's broad daylight, and I'm a bender. I'm in no danger," he replied, though his voice carried a trace of bitterness. The streets had become increasingly dangerous with thugs demanding proof of bending ability. To his frustration, he had to comply out of pragmatism rather than putting them in their place. For now.

Half an hour later, Noatak returned with two large boxes of noodles topped by a generous helping of-

"Meat!" Korra's eyes lit up as she opened her box. Noatak eyed her curiously.

"I don’t eat meat on Air Temple Island," she explained, already taking a hearty bite. "Ou' o' respe't," she added.

Noatak mentally noted this detail as he opened his own box.

As they ate, Korra's expression grew thoughtful. "There's something I've been wondering about," she began seriously. "The city... what's it really like out there?"

Noatak paused, then settled his chopsticks. He was reluctant to divert her focus from the task at hand. "After your speech, we'll discuss your next steps," he said carefully. "You'll need to witness the situation firsthand and speak with those living it. For now, I suggest you wait until tomorrow."

Korra nodded. "Do you have an idea for what we should do next?"

"I do. But we'll discuss it after your speech," he said firmly.

After finishing their meal, Noatak cleaned up, stacking the empty food boxes neatly into the bag. Standing up, he offered Korra his hand. "Ready for more?" he asked as he helped her up.

"Do I really have a choice?" she sighed.

"You always have a choice," he replied, his tone serious. "Nothing here is forced on you. Your decision is what truly matters."

"Okay, right..." she hesitated. "So... should I just try again?"

"Not yet," he said. "We need to work on how to use body language effectively."

They continued working for several more hours. Noatak was aware that in such a short time, she wouldn’t become a polished speaker, but he also knew she had other strengths to rely on -her natural compassion, her passion, her sincere and heartfelt demeanor. He aimed for these qualities to organically shine through her speech, as they would be the key to her success.

As twilight painted the sky in deepening hues, they finally called it a day.

Exhausted, Korra slumped down on the stone stairs beside Noatak, her head resting heavily on his shoulder. "Okay... if it's going to be like today, I think I can handle tomorrow," she said wearily. "But with so many eyes on me... it's not going to feel the same as it does with just you here encouraging me."

Noatak's arm snaked around her waist, pulling her closer. His lips brushed her temple in a soft kiss. "There's no difference, Korra," he said gently. "You've just shown yourself what you're capable of. Hold onto that confidence."

A moment of comfortable silence passed between them, broken only by the distant lapping of waves against the cliffs. Noatak's voice was soft when he spoke again. "Would you like me to accompany you back to the island?"

But Korra’s attention was elsewhere, and she didn’t respond. When Noatak leaned in to catch a glimpse of her face, he saw her gaze roaming their surroundings, as if seeing them for the first time.

"I just realized," she breathed, her gaze fixed on a distant promenade overlooking the sea. "That's where I waited for you, the night I challenged you to a duel." Her eyes lingered on the spot, lost in the memory. "Today's had me so busy that it didn’t occur to me... this is where we first met, face to face… sort of."

Noatak felt a sudden tightness in his chest. Deep down, he had been aware of this, yet that awareness stayed in the back of his mind, unacknowledged. What was the point of bringing this up now?

"I was terrified that day," Korra continued, her voice barely above a whisper. "I think that was the first time I cried like that in years – the fear of losing my bending, my identity, was... unbearable."

Lost for words, while his arm remained around her, his eyes stared into the distance as he found himself unable to meet her gaze in this moment of raw honesty. He felt like a coward for that.

Korra suddenly turned to him. "I'm not angry about that anymore," she said. "I think I needed to go through that – to learn about myself, and to recognize my worth. And you played a big part in that," she added, her hand coming up to cup his cheek, gently urging him to look at her. Once she did, he noticed the slight curve of her smile, "Not just my bending, but so many other things. You have this unique ability about you, of helping others reach their potential, even when they don't see it. That’s why… I think I wouldn’t have had it any other way."

He stared at her, captivated. Her mesmerizing eyes held a wisdom that belied her years, a depth in her that he had recognized before.

But the moment broke when with a burst of energy, Korra sprang to her feet, flinging his arm aside. She extended her hand to him, an odd glint in her eyes. "Come with me."

"Where to?" he asked, bewildered.

Her only answer was a playful grin as she pulled him to his feet. She tugged him along while racing across the promenade, the cold evening air whipped at their hair and clothes. Korra hopped over a railing that marked the boundary between the man-made structure and a stretch of natural bedrock, and Noatak followed. They continued until they reached the edge of a cliff overlooking the choppy sea far below.

"We're jumping on three," she announced.

"What? Korra –"

"One – two – three!"

With a powerful tug, Korra yanked Noatak over the edge. In the brief second or two of their fall, Noatak's quick thinking caught what Korra had overlooked in her excitement – the danger of the shallow, rocky waters right below. In a split second, he summoned a massive wave to cushion their fall.

They hit the water in twin splashes, the cold ocean enveloping them in their still-clothed forms. The wave he created carried them away from the cliff’s base and into the deeper, calmer waters of the bay, but the roar of the crashing water against the rocks was still drowning out all other sounds.

"Damn! It's freezing!" Korra shouted, but her eyes sparkled with exhilaration.

Noatak couldn't help but chuckle. "What did you expect?"

He pulled her close, and her arms and legs instantly locked around his neck and waist as they let the waves sway them.

"Can you believe this is real?" Korra yelled over the crash of waves. "Ten months ago, we were here, practically at each other's throats. And now..." She trailed off but her eyes never strayed from his. Her chest heaved with each breath, soft lips parted as each hot panting breath turned into mist, mingling with his as their noses almost touched.

He was transfixed by her. Droplets of water were tracing delicate paths down the curve of her cheeks and neck, her hair now clung to her forehead in endearing disarray, framing those bright eyes, so expressive and intense, always seem to challenge him.

Overwhelmed by a surge of emotion, he lunged for a kiss that was equally fervent and desperate. Korra's gasp muffled against his lips, soon melting into a hum of contentment. The taste of salt mingled with her own unique flavor as his hands roamed and memorized the feel of her body, marveling at its strength, relishing its warmth despite the chill of the water. The world around them seemed to dissolve, leaving only them under the fading light of the day, engulfed in the safety of their native element.

 

 

Noatak reflected on how the water seemed to always ignite a special energy between them, one that brought him a sense of euphoria he had only ever experienced with her. She touched his heart in a way no one else ever had, leaving each memory with her distinctly carved in his mind. There was nothing that could compare to this.

Her amplified voice sliced through his thoughts, drawing his attention back to the present.

"People of Republic City – this is Avatar Korra."

Her first words wavered slightly, and the crowd immediately fell into an anticipating silence. She straightened at the podium, her gaze sweeping over the sea of faces then took a deep breath, visibly steadying herself. When she spoke again, her tone had gained more strength.

"It’s been a while since I last stood before you, and I owe you an explanation for that.

"After losing my bending to Amon, I embarked on a long journey through the Water Tribe and Earth Kingdom, looking for a way to restore bending. I’m relieved to tell you that this journey has been successful, and so far, I’ve regained my waterbending and earthbending."

A murmur rippled through the crowd, quickly fading as she continued.

"This is just the beginning. It may take time, but I promise you this: every person who was unjustly stripped of their bending will eventually have it restored. I’m committed to making that happen.

"However, because of this journey, for months, I was completely cut off from the world, completely unaware of the chaos in our city. By the time I learned of it and rushed back, it was already too late." A pause followed, her throat working visibly as she swallowed. "Thousands of you have been displaced, forced from your homes. Many of you have been subjected to horrible violence, some of you have even lost loved ones..."

She took another long, deep breath, the sound audible in the stillness of the crowd.

"I stand before you now, after so much damage and devastation. No apology can undo the past, but know this: I will not rest until every last one of you is back in your homes," she declared, her voice growing stronger with every word. "And even then, things will not simply return to how they were before the war. Because I will not stop until we achieve true equality - a society where benders and non-benders alike are treated with the respect and fairness they deserve, where everyone have equal opportunities, and all are justly represented."

"Our first step is to reclaim our city from the extremists who took it. The violence you’ve endured leaves us with no choice but to take it back by force. I will lead this effort, but I cannot do it alone. I need every one of you - benders, non-benders, even former Equalists and triad members. Your past doesn't matter to me, as long as you believe now in peaceful coexistence, then your place is by my side. Each of you is crucial to our success.

"I know asking you to stand beside those you once called enemies may seem impossible," she said, her voice softening. "But my vision for this city includes all of us. How can we build a future together if we can't even join forces now? This fight is about more than reclaiming our streets. My work won’t end when you return home-it will be just the beginning."

Korra paused, her eyes scanning the crowd before her. The sincerity in her tone, the deep passion with which she spoke, all were enough to touch every listener.

"The suffering you have endured is unimaginable. I will devote myself to ensuring you can live in peace, and I won’t rest until that day comes. This is my duty to each of you, as the Avatar."

A heavy silence fell over the crowd.

But soon enough, it broke with sporadic bursts of applause erupting from the crowd, gradually growing in intensity, merging with cheers and whistles.

Eventually, a unified chant burst from the crowd: "Avatar Korra! Avatar Korra!"

For a moment, Noatak was transported back to the first time he had heard her voice. She was also delivering a speech under circumstances not unlike these. He had listened alongside his lieutenant then, amused by her amateurish skills as she delivered her first message to the world.

But now, as he watched her descend from the stage, embracing her mentors before disappearing into the crowd, his heart swelled with pride.

There was no doubt that she had done it -she had earned their trust. It was a significant achievement. Yet, he knew, it was merely the beginning.
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4. Suspicions


    
    As the sun dipped below the horizon, Korra made her way through the pouring rain toward the airbending family's quarters. She moved at an unhurried pace along the familiar path, her water umbrella shielding her from the rain while her mind reeled with the day's events and the countless stories she had heard.

Noatak was right - talking to the refugees had given her a much clearer picture than any newspaper or Tenzin's general briefing ever could. She'd heard tales of families torn apart by false accusations of Equalist ties, innocent citizens falling victim to unprovoked attacks on the streets, and small business owners forced into bankruptcy by extortionists. Even some ex-benders had ended up here, unable to provide proof for the abilities they had lost.

And still, so many of them had stepped forward, eager to join her. Korra even found herself gently turning away those who were simply too young - she wouldn’t accept anyone under sixteen, and even then, only with a family member’s consent.

Another clear realization from the day was that they needed to get organized. They had to register and assess each volunteer’s skills to ensure everyone was put to good use. And so, she planned to work with Jinora first thing in the morning to design and print flyers for a registration day.

But despite all the positive developments, a nagging worry gnawed at Korra throughout the day. Most of the volunteers were non-benders with no combat experience. Benders had mostly stayed behind in the city, though some had left with their families for the island. Korra was hopeful they would support her efforts, but she still needed to find a way to reach them.

As she reached the building's vestibule, Korra flicked her wrist and dispersed her water umbrella when she suddenly heard someone call her name.

"Avatar Korra!"

She turned and saw a figure approaching her through the downpour. She squinted her eyes; something about him seemed familiar.

"Wait, I recognize you…" she said slowly. "Aren't you from the White Lotus?"

The man stopped before her, rainwater streaming down his face and plastering his graying hair to his forehead. His golden eyes, though weary, held a familiar spark of stern discipline. "My name is Uzang," he said, straightening his posture. "I used to be one of the sentries here."

"Used to be…?" she repeated before it dawned on her. "You… lost your bending, didn’t you?"

Pain flashed across Uzang's face. "I did," he confirmed, his voice rough with emotion. "Amon took my firebending when he seized the island. Ever since, I've been lost, unsure of my purpose. And so many of my companions feel the same," he exhaled heavily. "Tenzin was kind enough to let us stay, even though we're not very useful to him anymore..."

Korra felt a pang of empathy that tightened her chest. "I'm so sorry for what happened to you," she whispered. "I... I know exactly what you're going through, believe me..."

"I know you do..." The lines around the sentry's eyes softened. "But I wanted to tell you that your speech today was the first spark of hope we've had in a long time. For the first time in months, we see a light at the end of this long, dark tunnel.

"There is light," she said, her conviction strengthening her words. "Once I have the ability, your bending will be restored. You just need to hold on a little longer."

A small smile crept onto Uzang’s face, warming his features.

"There's something else," he said. "Many of us want to help with your plan. We're ready to stand with you."

Korra blinked, taken aback. "What? No, really, you don't need to – you've already –"

"I know without our bending, we may not be much help –"

"No, that's not it at all!" She took a step closer, her eyes blazing, her words tumbling out with passionate intensity. "If anything, these months have taught me that I'm still worthy, still strong, even without my bending - and so are you. It's just..." Her voice softened. "You've already sacrificed so much. You deserve peace, not more conflict."

A hint of amusement colored Uzang's tone, mingling with pride. "Avatar Korra, you know we're not the type to sit idle when there's work to be done. Wherever you need us, we're ready."

Korra couldn't help but feel a swell of admiration for this man and his associates. While she had her frustrations with the White Lotus in the past, there was no denying that their courage and determination were exactly what they needed in the days to come. She nodded. "Okay then. We'll be making plans soon and will update you once we're ready. Let everyone know they're welcome. I'd be honored to have your support."

Uzang bowed respectfully, rainwater falling off his shoulders. "I'll relay your message. Good night, Avatar Korra."

Once he turned and left, Korra was still watching him for a few moments.

"Thank you!" she called after him.

Shortly after, Korra slipped into the dining room and joined the airbending family for dinner. Her mouth watered from the delicious aroma that filled the air.

"Where's Katara?" she asked while settling into a seat beside Ikki..

"My mother's still working in the infirmary," answered Tenzin. "Vegetable soup, Korra?"

"Sure," Korra smiled. Tenzin ladled steaming soup into a bowl and passed it to her.

"Korra, Mom told us you made a speech today," Ikki burst out excitedly. "She said there were so many people listening to you. I wanted to come too, but she wouldn’t let me. How did it feel? Were you nervous? What did you tell them?

Korra lifted the spoon to her lips, buying herself a moment. Thankfully, she was saved from answering.

"Ikki… let Korra eat first," Pema said, but sent Korra a quick, meaningful glance. Korra understood that she wanted her daughter to know the minimum about what was going on.

The rest of the dinner passed pleasantly, with Jinora sharing her experience of joining her grandmother in the infirmary and helping out in the children's ward. Inspired by his sister's actions, Meelo enthusiastically declared his plans to bring his toys next time to entertain the children as well.

As the dishes were cleared away and the children scampered off to bed, Tenzin approached Korra. His voice was low, almost hesitant. "Korra, would you join me for a walk?"

"Yeah, sure, Tenzin," said Korra, a little surprised.

The rain had stopped by the time they stepped out into the cool, fresh night air. Korra and Tenzin began to walk along the stone path encircling the main temple's building.

"As I mentioned earlier, your speech was very well delivered, and it seemed to have had the right impact." He paused, stroking his beard. "Although I'll admit it took some turns that I... did not quite expect."

Korra glanced at him, sensing the direction of the conversation. "Tenzin, you know there's no other way. Not all conflicts can be resolved peacefully. Even Aang understood that."

"Of course, I'm aware of that," Tenzin said quickly. "This is not what I meant. And at the end of the day, as you said yourself, we're aiming to build a new, healthy society. Such a thing can never be done by force."

"Right," Korra agreed. "So what's the issue?"

Tenzin's next words came slowly, as if he were treading on thin ice. "My only concern is... that despite your good heart, you might be influenced by... certain ideas."

Korra stopped abruptly. She turned to face her mentor, searching his eyes. "What exactly are you saying, Tenzin?"

He seemed taken aback by her directness. "Your speech... you didn’t prepare it alone, did you? You were absent all of yesterday."

Korra hesitated. "No… I did get help," she admitted, knowing it was pointless to deny it, especially since Tenzin probably guessed who her helper was. "You know he has a lot of experience in that. In fact, in just one day, he helped me in ways I couldn’t have achieved in a month with anyone else."

Tenzin studied her for a long moment. "You told me you trust him," he said, his voice lacking its usual warmth. "But you also need to consult with us before making a significant decision, such as inviting more Equalists to participate in these efforts."

Korra felt a sinking feeling in her stomach at those words.

"What...? Tenzin, we need to work with everyone on this; it's inevitable!" She could hear the desperation creeping into her voice.

"Yes, Korra. But an invitation like this is an opening for more of their influence. I told you, you have to stay vigilant about his intentions - I don’t want him to dictate everything you say and do!"

"Tenzin, it's not like that, not at all!" she said, frustration and hurt mingling in her voice. "Listen, your mother trusts him. She was the one who insisted that we go together in the first place, and guess what? It really worked! And he's still here now when he could have left long ago because he regrets his past actions and wants to make things better for the city. He has really changed, and I know it!"

"I don't believe it," Tenzin said suddenly. "I don’t believe people can change that much."

Korra stared at him in stunned disbelief, feeling as if she had been struck. Isn't it the airbender's way of life to believe that everyone deserves a second chance? "People do change!" she said angrily, her voice rising. "What about your own dad and Zuko?"

"Zuko was only a boy, misled throughout his life," Tenzin replied in a chilly voice she’d rarely heard from him. "That man we're talking about - he led a terrorist organization, for Spirits' sake! He even admitted to us all that he hasn't stopped believing in his ideas! Korra, you may be angry at me, and that's fine, but I'm genuinely concerned for you. Forgive me for saying this, but you were easily manipulated by his brother, and he's far more dangerous than Tarrlok ever was!"

Unshed tears blurred her vision, threatening to spill over. Her hands clenched into tight fists, trembling with the effort to contain her emotions.

"I'm not cutting ties with him," she said shakily, her voice barely above a whisper. "We were meant to solve this together, and I know it. But if you don't want me to stay here, that's fine, I under – "

"Of course not, Korra! This is your home," said Tenzin, a sudden alarm in his voice. "You're not going anywhere. But I will let you know that I do not accept Equalists on Air Temple Island's soil. And I ask you to consider my concerns seriously and make your choices accordingly."

"Tenzin, you should know by now that I will never put your family at risk," Korra said desperately. "Never. I'm just trying, for once in my life, to do something right."

Korra looked away from him, taking a few deep breaths to steady herself. She realized that she couldn’t continue with this conversation.

"I need to visit Naga. Goodnight," she muttered, and before Tenzin could say another word, she turned and hurried away.

The path to Naga's pen seemed longer than usual, and Tenzin's words kept ringing in her ears. When she finally reached it, the sight of her loyal companion brought a fresh wave of emotion. Korra rushed to her huge, furry companion, burying her face in the thick white fur, finally letting the tears flow freely. Naga sniffed at her cheek gently, then offered a comforting lick.

"You have no idea how much I missed you, Naga," the Avatar said in a choked voice. She had visited her friend multiple times already, but the guilt over leaving her for so long was still fresh.

As she pulled back to gaze into Naga's dark, understanding eyes, the polar bear dog affectionately licked her face again. Korra let out a soft giggle, then pressed her forehead against Naga's, feeling a special sense of solace that only her lifelong friend could provide.

But she couldn’t quite shake the recent conversation from her mind.

"They will never see him the way I do, no matter what?"

 

Once back in her room after a long, refreshing ride on the island's grounds with Naga, Korra stepped into a much-needed shower. Deep down, she knew Noatak wouldn't visit her tonight, yet a flicker of disappointment appeared when she stepped out, wrapped in her towel, and found her room empty, with no familiar dark-clad figure awaiting her. She slipped into her pajamas and crawled into bed.

As she settled under the comfort of her covers, she felt something poking her back. Puzzled, she reached out in the darkness and her fingers closed around a slightly crumpled piece of paper. She quickly leaned over to flick on the bedside lamp.

 


  Tomorrow, after the sun's down. Rest well.



  


A soft laugh escaped her lips.

It was the first time she had actually seen his handwriting. It was neat and meticulous - couldn't be more different from her own hurried, usually illegible scrawl. She traced the written words with her fingers. It wasn’t romantic poetry (not that she wanted anything of that sort), but it warmed her heart. Had he sneaked into her room just to leave this message? Was it possible he had come to hear her speech?

Deciding to heed his advice, she placed the piece of paper under her pillow, turned off the light, and drifted off to sleep.

 

The following day, Korra visited the refugee camp again to distribute flyers she had prepared with Jinora's assistance which detailed the location and time of a meeting scheduled for two days later, inviting anyone interested in joining her. Later, she spent time at Katara's infirmary, helping with healing while conversing with the other healers and patients, and from time to time, making sure the over-energetic Meelo did not disturb some of the patients.

After lunchtime, snowflakes began to fall steadily from the sky stirring within her mixed emotions. While snow used to excite her in the city, she now saw how harder it made life for the refugees. Teaming up with the airbending children once more, they used a combination of waterbending and airbending to clear pathways and remove snow from tents throughout the camp.

As Korra busied herself with these tasks, time seemed to fly. But witnessing the despair and suffering all around her made her constantly think of the heavy responsibility she carried onto her shoulders. Doubts that were all too familiar crept into her mind.


  What makes you think you can do it? 



  What do you really know about anything?


Those old demons, she knew them too well.


  I know that I'm not alone. 


As the hours went by, there was also a growing sense of anticipation within her. The thought of seeing Noatak that evening ignited a warm flutter of excitement in her chest. It felt good to have something to look forward to, and she needed to ask for his advice on many things, given all the recent developments. 

But apart from that, she had come up with a special plan for their evening - something she couldn’t wait for.
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5. Naga


    
    It was late, and Korra found herself restlessly pacing in her room. A bit earlier she tried to settle down with a book, but quickly realized it was hopeless.

She plopped back onto her bed, her thoughts wandering. How is he going to get in? Is he going to sneak through the corridors? Or is he…

The answer to her question came as a faint clanking noise from the closed window. She watched as a shadowy figure skillfully opened it from the outside, then smoothly pulled himself through until finally landing noiselessly inside the room.

"Finally!"

Noatak was barely standing before she launched herself at him. His breath left him in a soft 'oof' but he quickly wrapped her in a firm embrace.

"Took you long enough," she said, her voice muffled against the fabric of his shirt.

"Missed me?" he asked with a hint of a smile.

Korra pulled back, her gaze settling on the hood that cast part of his face in shadow. She tugged it off, revealing his serene expression. "Don’t flatter yourself. I was just about to call it a night."

He raised an eyebrow. "Is that why you're fully dressed and buzzing with energy?"

She chuckled warmly. "You got me." Her fingers intertwined with his, giving his hand a soft squeeze before she said, "I know you climbed all the way up to your princess in the tower, but we're actually heading out."

"Oh? What's the occasion?"

Korra shrugged with a smirk. "Guess you'll find out soon enough."

She hopped onto the windowsill he had just entered from, her legs dangling carelessly over the edge as she faced the dark night.

"You know you could just use the stairs?" Noatak said flatly from behind her. "You don’t need to avoid being seen."

Korra chuckled. "What's the fun in that?"            

With that, she pushed herself and free fell down the height of the building. At the last moment, she gracefully slowed her descent with a gust of airbending, much smoother than her previous attempts as she actually landed on her two feet.

Korra waited a minute or two as Noatak made his way down the slow way. Clad in his attire, as dark as the night around them, he blended almost perfectly into the shadows. Eventually, he jumped the final stretch, landing gracefully on the snow-covered ground. He straightened up and walked over to her. "Luckily the sentries weren't close," he remarked dryly. "Your airbending stunt wasn't exactly the quietest approach."

"Hmm…" Korra chose to ignore his comment. Instead, she reached up to toy with the collar of his jacket before letting her hands rest on his chest. "So is this the new look from now on? You do pull off brooding and mysterious well," she teased.

A corner of his mouth lifted. "Would that bother you much?"

Trailing her fingers down his arms, she interlaced their hands and shook of her head. "I never said I didn't like it. Honestly, you look really good."

Noatak chuckled and leaned in for an affectionate peck of her lips. "I wouldn’t be averse to seeing you in something similar."

A blush crept across Korra's cheeks. "What are we doing? We should get moving before someone spots us." With a giddy smile, she tugged Noatak’s hand and led him away from the main compound down a secluded trail.

As they approached a large animal pen, Noatak’s steps faltered.

"I think I know what this is about," he said.

Korra let out an exaggerated sigh. "You're ruining the surprise! Can't you pretend not to know everything for once?"

In retrospect, it should have been obvious that he could sense who they were about to meet before seeing her. Just before they arrived, Korra paused and said, "Okay, now close your eyes."

Noatak raised an eyebrow. "Is that really necessary?"

"What, are you afraid?"

"I wouldn’t say afraid," he replied, a hint of amusement in his tone. "Just cautious."

"Come on, humor me," she said, giving his hand a reassuring squeeze. "Besides, I'm with you. Relax."

He shot her an amused glance before finally obeying.

"Alright, I’m leading you in," she murmured.

She guided him the last few steps into the pen where her loyal furry companion waited. Naga, who was sensing the presence of a stranger, rose to her feet, sniffing the air curiously. Korra quickly gestured for her to stay, and the polar bear dog obediently watched them with bright, inquisitive eyes.

"Stay right here," Korra whispered to Noatak, letting go of his hand. "And no peeking!"

She threw a quick glance over her shoulder, satisfied to find him standing perfectly still, eyes closed, his expression slack.

"Hey, girl," Korra murmured, scratching Naga lovingly behind the ears. "There's someone here I want you to meet. Let's go."

But Korra didn’t quite anticipate Naga's burst of enthusiasm. Once given the permission, the massive creature bounded forward with the grace of an elephant-walrus, heading straight toward the unsuspecting Noatak.

Time seemed to slow as Korra watched the scene unfolding in wide-eyed horror. Noatak's eyes snapped open, sensing the approaching danger, but it was too late. Naga took a great leap, and Noatak hurriedly stumbled backward and landed on his back in the snow outside the pen.

Korra rushed to the entrance as fast as she could, her heart racing. She saw Naga towering over Noatak, front paws on either side of his body, her massive head looming close to his face.

She realized in sudden panic that Naga’s sharp senses might have recognize Noatak as a threat from the past. She needed to regain control of the situation fast before it got worse.

"Naga, NO!" Korra shouted sharply.

The polar bear dog looked back with an expression of innocent puzzlement. Beneath her, Korra finally got a glimpse of Noatak’s face, frozen in astonishment but other than that without a trace of fear. It was also completely drenched in thick drool.

"Naga, not nice!" Korra tried to scold but couldn’t contain a fit of laughter at the sight.

She hurried over and crouched beside Noatak as he gingerly pushed himself up to a sitting position, only for Naga to give him another enthusiastic lick. He flinched, squeezing his eyes shut as the giant tongue plastered his face with drool and lifted his hair.

Korra burst into laughter again, secretly proud of how calm he remained in a situation that would have most people peeing their pants.

"Give him a break, Naga," Korra said, gently nudging Naga’s head away and patting her snout. In return, she too received an affectionate lick. She turned to Noatak, grinning. "I think she likes you."

"Is that what this is?" he asked dryly. "If I didn’t know better, I’d think it was an assassination attempt."

Korra laughed. "We're not there anymore, remember?" She moved closer and took the opportunity to settle herself comfortably on his outstretched thighs. Her arms slipped around his neck as she gazed at him with a contented smile. “I’m really glad you’re here." She pressed her lips to his, feeling them soften against hers, and they shared a slow, unhurried kiss.

Their moment, however, was abruptly interrupted by Naga, who perhaps felt a bit left out. With a dramatic huff, the polar bear dog shoved her large head between the couple, effectively separating them.

"Naga!" Korra exclaimed, laughing. "Jealous much?" She could almost swear there was a mischievous glint in those dark, large eyes.

"Can’t say I blame her," Noatak mused, his fingers finding Naga's sweet spot behind her ear. "Though I never thought I’d have to compete with a polar bear dog for the Avatar’s attention." Naga’s eyes closed in bliss, tilting her massive head into his skilled hand.

"Hey, don't act like she didn’t get to smooch you too," Korra snickered and joined in the petting, stealing glances at Noatak's lighthearted expression. "She’s growing on you, isn’t she?"

"I won't deny it," he replied, his gaze still fixed on Naga. "She's… quite impressive. Even larger than I had imagined."

“You are a big girl, aren’t you?” Korra said lovingly, running her fingers through the thick fur along Naga’s neck. In return, she also received a wet lick on her face, and giggled. “Yeah, she’s pretty massive, even for her kind. Guess all that good food is paying off. Ever seen a polar bear dog before?”

He shook his head. "We don't have them up north."

Snowflakes had begun to fall steadily, growing denser by the minute. It wouldn’t be long before the three of them were completely blanketed in white. "Looks like I’ll be clearing snow from the tents first thing in the morning," Korra mused, surveying their surroundings. "Do you want to head inside?"

The two stood up and entered the enclosure, followed by Naga, who collapsed on a soft barley mound and laid herself on her side. Korra settled herself against the polar bear dog's warm, furry flank and patted the space beside her invitingly. As he settled next to her, she edged closer, resting her head on his shoulder. His arm soon wrapped around her, drawing her in.

Korra basked in the cozy warmth enveloping her. On one side was the comforting presence of Noatak's body, solid and reassuring. On the other side was Naga, with her soft fur and scent of the distant land she came from.

She kept glancing up at Noatak, a sneaky smile playing on her lips until eventually, he caught her eye, giving her a curious look.

"What's on your mind?" he murmured, gently brushing a strand of hair away from her face. His hand lingered near her cheek, thumb lightly grazing her skin.

"We did find out after all," she said happily, leaning into his touch.

He raised an eyebrow, still puzzled.

"Remember, during our journey, when I told you about Naga and wondered what she'd think of you?" she clarified. "Well, now we have our answer."

Noatak let out a soft chuckle, his gaze shifting to where Naga's massive head rested peacefully on her paws. "I have to admit, back then I didn’t think it was possible. I’m... glad to have been wrong."

Another stretch of silence followed, filled only by the steady rise and fall of Naga's breathing beneath them. Korra absently traced patterns on Noatak's chest with her fingertips.

"So, tell me, Korra," Noatak eventually said, breaking the quiet. "How did your speech go yesterday?"

"Oh, right – almost forgot to tell you about that." Korra launched into a recap, explaining both the event in details and her own experience and feelings throughout it.

When she finished, a slight furrow appeared between her brows. "Wait... if you left that note in my room, does that mean you...?" She tilted her head back to look at him, noticing the sneaky smile tugging at his lips.

"Oh, yes – I came here to watch your speech."

Her jaw dropped. "But... you never said you would – why didn't you tell me?"

His shoulder lifted in a casual shrug, the nonchalant gesture amusingly out of character coming from him. "I decided to attend at the last minute."

"Right… so... what did you think?" Korra pressed, eager for his opinion.

"You did well," Noatak said simply. "You seemed nervous at first, but the presence of the crowd didn't faze you - in fact, it seemed to enhance your performance."

Compliments from Noatak weren’t all that common, and Korra knew he wouldn't offer them just to be nice. Even though she was already relieved with how her speech went, his approval meant everything to her.

She leaned in to kiss him again, this time it lasted uninterrupted by any oversized, furry companions.

When they finally broke apart to catch their breath, they shared a long gaze, drinking in one another. The raw sense of awe and wonder reflecting in Noatak's eyes likely mirrored her own. She interpreted his gaze that he, much like herself, sometimes needed a moment to process this still new reality.

Eventually, Noatak cleared his throat. "But aside from that... I’m curious to hear of what happened right after your speech."

"Oh, I spoke with many people. And a lot of them wanted to join! I was really shocked by the sheer numbers! But…" Korra hesitated, eyeing him with caution. "Please don’t take this the wrong way, but they're mostly non benders. And I know they're good and capable and everything, it's just that they're not your well trained equalists. They're just… normal people, who lost everything, and are now willing to put a fight for it."

Noatak studied her, brows slightly furrowed. "Korra, this is a valid concern," he said seriously. "I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable discussing this or anything else with me." His gaze drifted away contemplatively. "I might have a partial solution to address this issue. It carries some risks, but I believe it's a step in the right direction."

"What solution?" she asked curiously.

"The Equalists weren’t all highly skilled fighters. We relied heavily on technology to level the playing field between benders and non benders, and these devices don’t require extensive training to use effectively. I propose locating old Equalist warehouses and supply caches - I’m sure some are still intact. We can distribute weapons and gear to those who need them."

Relief washed over Korra. "That's really sounds like a good idea! I remember how Asami took to those electrified gloves so fast. But, well, she was already very skilled to begin with, so maybe she's not the best example..."

"You're right, she's not. Most will need some period of training. And the best instructors would be former Equalists themselves. But here's the challenge: I don’t think your speech alone will convince them to join you. We’ll need to reach and convince them personally."

Korra’s stomach dropped as she recalled Tenzin’s words from the day before. What Noatak was suggesting was the very thing the airbender so harshly opposed. She bit her lip, unsure if she should even bring this up with Noatak.

"I... umm… really? I don’t..." she stammered, her fingers fidgeting with the fabric of Noatak's shirt.

He narrowed his eyes slightly, his hand coming to rest over hers, stilling her nervous movements. "Are you worried about reaching out to them?"

"No – I mean, yes... kind of," she said. After a moment of thought, she decided for now to ignore that specific concern, and focus on another. "How do I even find Equalists these days? And if I do, would they even want to listen, let alone join me?"

"There are still active pockets in the city’s underground, though they’re well hidden. I can dig deeper to get more details, and then we can initiate contact."

"Okay, but what stops them from just attacking me on sight as always?" Korra asked skeptically. "They're not exactly my biggest fans out there."

Noatak met her gaze with a serious look. "That's why I said it carries risk. But no matter what ensues, we'll be able to handle them together. As for convincing them - these people have seen the city fall to their greatest enemies despite all their efforts. I believe some of them might be willing to set aside old grudges for the sake of the city, now that there’s no better alternative."

"And it wouldn't be the first time an Equalist does that," Korra said, playfully nudging him with a grin.

"True, there’s a precedent," Noatak replied, a faint smile tugging at his lips.

Another silence settled over them, and Korra’s mind drifted back to Tenzin. She was certain that Noatak’s suggestion was the right approach, but following through would mean defying Tenzin’s clear warnings - a thought that didn’t make her feel any good at all. Was it even possible to pull something like this off, here on Air Temple Island, right under his nose? Probably not.

No doubt, she'll have to approach the subject with him again, and try to convince him that this was the only way. 

She blinked, her eyes refocusing when she remembered something else she wanted to mention, but hesitated. This subject, also, was not exactly an easy one to bring up. But she decided to go for it. 

"I forgot to mention - it wasn’t just nonbenders who wanted to join us. A group of White Lotus sentries did too. The ones that, well... you know." Her voice trailed off, and she looked up at Noatak.

Noatak’s expression remained neutral. "I understand." After a moment of thought, he added, "In that case, the previous plan might be problematic."

"Yeah," Korra murmured. "Having them trained by actual Equalists might be...delicate."

They fell into another contemplative silence.

"Korra, what if you trained them yourself?"

Korra blinked. "Me? Train them in what?"

His fingers wove through her loose locks as he held her gaze. "Do I need to remind you of the incredible progress you made under my tutelage in such a short time? I’m confident they could improve with your help."

Korra's gaze drifted, lost in thought. "You know," she said slowly, "it might be interesting to be the one doing the teaching for a change… I've always had mentors and learned from others throughout my whole life. Maybe it's time I truly give it a shot."

Noatak nodded. "It requires a very different set of skills. But one that could prove useful to develop - and I'll be here to help you through it." He paused, before adding dryly, "In counseling, that is."

Korra tried to understand why his last words brought a twist to the pit of her stomach. Her expression fell slightly, and she bit her lip. Maybe because it was another reminder of how messed up their situation was.

"You're always willing to lend a hand in pretty much everything, and I know this whole operation has a zero chance of succeeding without you," she said, bitterness creeping into her voice. "But you still can't do almost any of it openly, and we have to sneak around just to see each other. Isn't it ridiculous?!" Her frustration spilled through her words in a way that was more painful and raw than she had intended.

"Korra, I'm doing what I can," he said quietly.

"I know! I'm not blaming you. I – I don't even know who I'm blaming. It's just… does it bother only me?" she asked with some desperation.

"It doesn't," he assured her. "But we knew this will be our reality, and we have to accept it."

Korra stared at him. She recognized that Noatak's nature was very much like her own – both of them were unwavering warriors at heart, dedicated to their beliefs and willing to go to great lengths for them, although his approach was a calculated one, unlike her own impulsive tendencies. But in this particular battle, the fight for his legitimacy and their right to be accepted together – it felt as if he had already given up hope and had no intention of putting the effort to change their own future.

Korra's expression hardened with resolve.


  You may have given up, but I certainly haven’t.


  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Too much fluff!! And yep, a new love triangle :)

But don’t worry, the exposition chapters are finally over, and the plot's about to pick up pace. Those torture, angst, and death tags aren't there for decoration (specific trigger warnings will be at the beginning of each chapter).

Something I forgot to mention that doesn't matter much right now but at some point will - I took the liberty to make yet another change to canon. In this AU, during the endgame episode when Korra exposed Amon’s true identity in the pro-bending arena, she didn’t mention his name to the crowd. So while people know Amon is a bloodbender and who he’s related to, they don’t know his real name is Noatak.

Thank you for your kind words, they always brighten my day <3

        




6. Old Comrades


    
    Republic City's streets and alleys were unusually silent. Once, even after midnight, the Phoenix Square area would still be buzzing with life. The music would be drifting from street bars, and cheerful, drunken people walking and stumbling along the sidewalks.

But those days felt like another lifetime. The few residents who remained were too afraid to leave their homes after a certain hour. Only illegal activity took place now (is it still considered illegal if there are no authorities to enforce the law?), and anyone else risked becoming a target.

Tonight, two dark-cloaked figures were the only sign of life in this area. They reached a small, dead-end alley surrounded by old buildings. The windows of the apartments were completely dark with no lights shining from within.

Korra's eyes lingered on the graffiti that covered most of the walls.


  



  No BENDING, No PLACE



  Crush the Equalist Threat for good!



  No mercy for TERRORISTS!



  Let the monsoon wash away the filth!



  


Her attention was diverted by the sudden grating screech of metal on concrete. She saw Noatak crouching beside a sewer access point, sliding the heavy metal lid aside. A black void was gradually revealed.

Korra wrinkled her nose in disgust. "We're going down there?"

Straightening up, Noatak turned to face her. "We are. And you're going in first."

"What? Why?"

He gestured towards the open hole. "Because I'll need to reseal the entrance once we're both inside."

Korra approached the open pit and peered into the abyss. Not the slightest source of light penetrated through the darkness below. "I thought you guys had more class than skulking through sewage holes," she quipped. "How am I supposed to see where I'm going down there?"

"There's a switch we could use to activate the lighting system, but we won't," he replied while searching his pockets. "Here." He handed her a cylindrical device, thicker at one end. "Press the button at the side," he added, a hint of amusement in his voice as he watched her turning over the device in cluelessness.

She did, and suddenly a bright beam burst from the wider end like satomobile's headlights, illuminating the alley with startling intensity. Korra's eyes widened in awe as she swept the beam across the alley. But Noatak quickly placed his hand over hers, switching the device off.

"Careful," he murmured. "It's a flashlight. Haven't you used one before?" He sounded genuinely surprised.

"Nope," she admitted. "Are you mocking me for being fresh off the boat?"

"Not at all," he said. "I was once the same."

Korra flickered the light on again and directed its beam into the hole, revealing a ladder. "Why didn’t we have this thing back in that spirits-forsaken cave?" she wondered humorously.

"While it's hardly a new invention, you witnessed how technology has yet to reach many places in the Earth Kingdom," he explained. "Now, Korra, after you." He gestured again towards the ladder awaiting them.

She crouched to grip the handles, positioning her feet on one of the rungs of the ladder, and began her descent. The ladder took her about ten meters below street level, and soon her feet hit solid ground. To her relief, beside the smell of damp, stagnant air, there was no sewage odor.

There was the sound of the lid scraping shut echoed above, and several moments later, Noatak landed beside her. "Let's go," he said, angling his flashlight beam down the shadowy tunnel stretching before them.

As Korra followed, she used her flashlight to scan the surroundings. The tunnel was somewhat narrow, roughly five meters wide. A set of rails ran down its center, maybe for carts used in the past. After several minutes of walking the tunnel opened into a large, dark cavern.

"Here," Noatak whispered, briefly illuminating another tunnel that branched off to their right. "That path leads to some of the main Equalist warehouses and munitions factories. They've been emptied; I already checked. We're headed towards the main base now."

They continued into a much broader tunnel, with numerous smaller passages branching off like a network of veins. Korra could hardly believe the scale of this structure - a city beneath the city.

She noticed Noatak's pace falter slightly, his breath catching just as his eyes swept over the seemingly insignificant doors and tunnels.

"What are those?" she asked tentatively.

"This hallway leads to the barracks of the newest recruits," Noatak said quietly as he pointed towards a sturdy metal door, its paint peeling at the edges. "And that one," he gestured with his beam to another door, "leads to the dining hall, and next to it is the kitchen." His words carried a note of reminiscence. "Over there are some training facilities," he added, motioning toward a pair of double doors, "and the swimming pool. We're now in the heart of the base."

"The swimming pool??"

Noatak nodded. "One of many things that I miss," he admitted.

"Were you like… going to swim in the pool like anyone else?" she asked, amazed.

"Yes, but my workout routine was earlier than most," he replied. "Still, from time-to-time, my Equalists saw me, not knowing who I really was, of course."

"And… where did you used to live?" Korra asked curiously.

"My private quarters were on a lower floor," he answered, leading her to a nondescript door that creaked open at his touch. "Nothing too impressive."

Noatak stepped inside and Korra followed, immediately hit by a wave of dusty air.

"Can you direct your beam here?" he asked while pausing in front of a stack of crates piled in the corner.

"Sure."

Korra stood by him and directed her flashlight to his front. Noatak sifted through the crates which contained various pieces of equipment. After a moment, he paused, pulling out two distinct objects. They were masks, with large, round eye lenses that gleamed in the beam, and a circular canister where the mouthpiece would be.

"Gas masks. Take one," he said, handing to her. "Hopefully, we won't be needing them. Let's move on."

After leaving the room, Korra emulated Noatak by clipping the mask to her belt. It was light enough not to interfere with her movement.

They proceeded for about five minutes, entering deeper and deeper into the tunnel system before Noatak came to an abrupt stop at the junction of a narrower side tunnel. His flashlight beam was swallowed by its endless darkness.

"Korra, this is it," he said. "Our target should be around this area. I need you to be on high alert from here on."

A tense silence followed, and Korra strained her ears to catch any hint that they weren't alone down here. Every little sound seemed amplified - the occasional drip of water, the scrape of their boots on the ground.

They pressed on, deeper into the tunnel. Korra's flashlight beam revealed several more nondescript metal doors at irregular intervals.

At one of the doors, Noatak paused again, raising a hand to signal Korra to stop.

"Turn off your light," he whispered, "and wait here."

Korra hesitated for a heartbeat before complying, plunging them into a darkness so complete it she had only experienced once before, also with him by her side. She listened intently, barely able to pick out the faint sound of Noatak's footsteps. Then came the gentle creak of a metal door opening. A thin sliver of light briefly outlined his silhouette before he vanished into the room.

Korra's heart pounded with anticipation. Seconds ticked by until a sharp cry - unmistakably a woman's - pierced the silence, only to be abruptly cut off.

Korra peered through the half-open door and spotted Noatak pinning a fully-dressed Equalist against the wall, his hand firmly clasped over the mask's mouth area. Their eyes met, and Noatak gave a subtle nod. Korra pushed the door and entered the room.

The Equalist's eyes widened visibly behind her mask the moment they found her.

"Where are the others?" Korra whispered to Noatak once by his side.

"In the inner chambers, most likely," he answered quietly. "She's on guard duty." He inclined his head towards the restrained woman.

Korra studied the Equalist. She was small in size, about half a head shorter than her but far from fragile. "Release her mouth," she told Noatak.

Complying, Noatak's hand slowly withdrew from the mask, but he maintained a secure grip on the Equalist's wrists, pinning them behind her back in one hand.

"We're not here to hurt you," Korra assured her earnestly. "I just want to talk."

The Equalist's eyes narrowed behind the mask. "I know you well enough, Avatar," she growled, her voice laced with venom. "What brings you here? Looking to hunt down some Equalists, for old time's sake?"

"No," Korra replied quickly. "I'm here because I need your help."

A scoff echoed from behind the mask, but Korra pressed on. "How many are with you? I want to speak with everyone. I promise, on the cycle of the Avatar, that no one will get hurt."

The Equalist squirmed under Noatak's hold. "Ease up, will you?" she snapped, turning her head to glare at him.

Korra's eyes found Noatak's, and he gave a subtle nod, loosened his grip and stepped back to allow the woman some space.

"You see, our intentions are peaceful," Korra said, her tone genuine as she watched the Equalist rotating her newly freed wrists. "Would you be willing to gather the others?"

Piercing eyes fixed on Korra from behind the mask. "Oh, I've already summoned them," the Equalist replied, a smirk undeniable in her voice. "They're on their way as we speak."

Korra's eyes narrowed in confusion, and her gaze lowered to the Equalist's right hand. She caught a glimpse of a small, metallic device she did not recognize between her fingers.

"Korra..." Noatak's voice snapped her focus from the Equalist.

She followed his gaze to another door down the corridor. But then there was a swift movement out of the corner of her eye. Before Korra could react, powerful strikes slammed into her upper back and right arm.

She growled in pain, her instincts urging her to retaliate or dodge or do anything useful but her body was too sluggish by the shock of the strikes. Just as the chi-blocking was about to take full effect, a yell rang out, and the assault stopped abruptly.

Confused, Korra turned to look around.

Noatak had shoved the Equalist away and was now delivering precise strikes to specific points on her body. A pained groan escaped the woman as her legs were rendered useless, and she crumpled to the floor.

"The rest are nearly here," he warned as he fully rose, his sharp gaze finding Korra. "Are you okay?"

Korra clenched her jaws momentarily and massaged her shoulder, but the numbing effect was quickly receding. "I'm good," she nodded confidently. "Let's do thi–"

The door burst open; a single canister clattered to the ground, hissing ominously.

"Mask!" Noatak shouted.

Korra fumbled with her gas mask; her fingers clumsy with the urgency as the air began to sting her lungs. Finally, she secured it and was able to take a deep breath of filtered air.

The gas filling the room obscured her view, and the mask limited her peripheral vision. Korra stood in a fighting stance, unsure from which direction the danger would come. Suddenly, out of the swirling greenish smoke emerged a dark shape - a spinning bolas -  with barely a split second's notice. Korra's instincts kicked in, and she narrowly dodged it, feeling the rush of air as it passed by her head. She knew she could easily clear the smoke with a blast of airbending but restrained herself.

Tonight, she will be fighting without her bending.

As the smoke began to disperse, more worrisome shapes emerged - three, no, five - six Equalists. They were not dressed in their gear, but all wore their unique masks. It seemed they were not expecting this battle.

"It's the Avatar! Take her down, now!" The shrill cry came from the female Equalist guard, still paralyzed on the floor where Noatak had left her. 

The revelation of Korra's identity sent a momentary but visible ripple of tension through the group. The Equalists exchanged quick glances, their body language shifting as they silently formulated a strategy. Four of them zeroed in on Korra, while the remaining two engaged Noatak.

The next moment, Korra's body was a whirlwind of motion, dancing through the storm of blows and blocks. If it weren’t for Noatak's rigorous training, she would have been down in a second, as the ferocity and speed of her opponents' attacks were probably unmatched by anyone but their former leader. The Equalists were a blur around her, targeting her from multiple directions. But her focus was sharp; she knew even a moment's hesitation could mean her downfall.

She twisted away from a punch aimed at her solar plexus, only to duck under a high kick that whistled past her ear. A chi-blocker lunged forward to strike a devastating blow to her shoulder, but at the last moment Korra dropped and rolled away and was able to triple the Equalist by disrupting his balance with a calculated strike. 

But she knew that she was still outmatched in this scenario, having willingly limited herself to non-bending fighting style. With all her focus directed on avoiding their strikes, she couldn’t afford to fight back. Sweat trickled down her back as she fought hard to buy time, praying she wouldn't exhaust herself before Noatak could join her.

A misstep. An Equalist's fingers connected with her left arm, sending a jolt of numbness through the limb. Korra gritted her teeth, forcing herself to keep moving despite the spreading pain.

And then, finally, Noatak appeared by her side. His presence was like a jolt of electricity, and Korra allowed herself to go on the offensive. She found openings to stun and weaken her opponents before Noatak delivered a lightning-fast series of jabs to their pressure points. One by one, they dismantled their opponents' defenses and brought them down. 

As the last Equalist fell, silence fell over the room, broken only by the ragged breathing and the occasional groan from the paralyzed but still conscious Equalists. The battle was over.

Korra pulled the mask from her face with her good hand, letting it fall with a clatter to the floor. With her heart still racing and adrenaline pulsing through her veins, she caught Noatak's eyes and a wide, exhilarated grin spread across her face. He returned her smile with his own, the kind that never failed to make her heart skip a beat.

 

"Drink," Korra urged, offering a tin cup filled with water to one of the subdued Equalists. The group was slumped against the wall of their underground hideout, their legs still unresponsive from Noatak's precise chi-blocking strikes. Their masks lay scattered on the floor, exposed faces holding a turmoil of emotions ranging from shock to defiance and fear, while their eyes darted between Korra and Noatak.

The young man, dark skinned and with auburn eyes and a short, light brown spiky hair, turned his head away, silently rejecting the offer.

"It's not poisoned! Look," Korra brought the cup to her lips, taking a short sip. "Now, will you stop being stubborn?"

He glared at her for several seconds. Then, to Korra's surprise, snatched the cup from her hand and drained it in a few desperate gulps, water dribbling down his chin.

With a small smile, Korra refilled it.

As she moved to offer water to the next in line, the auburn-eyed Equalist attention fixated on something behind her.

"You're one of us," he suddenly barked, his voice rough with emotion. Korra glanced back to see him addressing Noatak, who stood leaning against the opposite wall. He shifted slightly and crossed his arms over his chest.

"I used to be," came the quiet affirmation.

As Korra handed the cup to a black-haired girl, who accepted it with trembling hands, the first Equalist pressed on.

"What unit?" he demanded, his tone rather aggressive for someone at his captor's mercy.

"Lunar squad," Noatak answered. After a brief pause, he added, "I was their commander."

Korra, although not grasping the meaning or significance of this statement, noticed the surprised looks that flickered across the Equalists' faces. What was Noatak revealing to them?

"They were Amon's elite, almost directly under him," said a freckled guy on the far end of the line. "If you were so high up, why turn on us now?"

A curly-haired female Equalist let out a bitter laugh. "I don’t know, Huilan. I would be surprised if it weren’t for our fucking leader turning out to be the biggest fraud and throwing everything we stood for into the gutter."

Noatak's expression remained stoic, but a shadow passed through his eyes. "All I ask is that you listen to what the Avatar has to say. Once the chi-blocking wears off, you're free to leave."

"You're with the Avatar, bro," shot back the short girl they'd taken down first. "That pretty much qualifies you as a traitor in our book. We want nothing to do with you - and especially not with her." Her eyes blazed with contempt as she jerked her face towards Korra.

"But who's to say she's really the Avatar?" the auburn-eyed Equalist asked, narrowing his gaze at Korra with suspicion.

Korra couldn't help but let out an amused snort. "Uh, excuse me?"

"She is, Shayu," the curly-haired Equalist said impatiently. "I was there when the stupid girl challenged Amon at Avatar Aang's memorial. I held her down while he made her almost pee her pants. I'd recognize her anywhere."

"Still, he's got a point," another male voice chimed in skeptically. "Why didn't we see her bend, not even once?"

"Amon took her bending! She's powerless, just like so many oth -"

"Spirits, Keiko, do you ever listen? I told you all last week - the Avatar announced she got her bending back somehow. It was all over the radio."

"Hmm… guys," interrupted Korra. "If you want me to bend so badly, why don’t you just ask?" With a swift motion, she lowered her stance and threw both hands forward, releasing a powerful gust that whirled around the room and ruffled everyone's hair. Her demonstration silenced any doubts.

"What exactly do you want from us, Avatar?" A quiet voice broke the stunned silence. Korra turned to see a girl that had been silent until now, her eyes striking emerald. 

For a moment, Korra stared - those eyes really reminded her of Asami's. "I've been waiting for you to ask," she said eventually, her voice gaining confidence. "The city is in a horrible situation. The gangs are running wild, there's no real law and order – it's chaos out there. I'm putting together as many people as I can to take back the city, and I need people with skills and experience. People like you. I need you to fight alongside me and share your knowledge with others so our numbers will grow."

"The Equalists have suffered heavy losses," Noatak added, his deep voice easily drawing attention. "Your numbers have dwindled significantly since Amon's exposure as a fraud. It's time to consider what's truly beneficial for the people you're trying to protect. For once, the Avatar and the Equalists share a common goal."

Korra looked at Noatak as he spoke, noticing how his gaze softened as it swept over the Equalists. His voice was as firm as always, but there was also a hint of care, of concern for these people who had once followed him so faithfully.

She nodded confidently and looked back at them. "I know I didn't understand your perspective before. I was... I was wrong about a lot of things. But I get it now, I really do. I'm asking for your forgiveness, and for your help. When the war is over, I promise I'll keep working to fix the injustices in this city. It won't be like before."

A heavy silence filled the room, and the Equalists exchanged hesitant glances. Korra suddenly noticed how young they all were, most of them couldn’t be older than her. And like her, they also dedicated themselves to fighting for what they believed in.

"And why," the auburn-eyed Equalist – Shayu – began, his voice thick with suspicion, "should we trust a single word you say?"

"Because - "

"Because you don't have much choice," Noatak cut in firmly. "You're fighting a losing battle, and knowing you, you will continue to fight until the very end. But the Avatar offers another path, the only one with the potential to lead us all to victory."

Another silence stretched out. The fearful gazes were replaced with suspicious stares. They no longer seemed to view Korra and Noatak as immediate threats, but they clearly hesitated speaking their mind openly.

The silence was broken by a groan. The curly-haired girl winced as she attempted to move her newly freed legs. "Ah, shit," she hissed through clenched teeth. "I think my ankle's busted."

Korra hesitated for a moment before approaching and kneeling beside her. "Let me have a look?"

After a long moment of hesitance, the girl nodded.

Korra gently rolled up the pant leg, revealing angry bruising and the beginnings of swelling. She examined it carefully, then looked up at the Equalist. "I can fix that in a minute," she said. "I think you know how. Do you want me to do it?"

The girl watched her, her face pale and glistening with sweat. "No," she said finally, her voice barely above a whisper. "Just... leave it."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes!" she snapped but immediately winced in pain again.

Korra stood, unable to hide her disappointment.

Over the next few minutes, the Equalists gradually regained control over their limbs and started rising to their feet with each other's support, still eyeing Korra and Noatak cautiously. The curly-haired girl leaned heavily on a slender guy with grey eyes.

"Well," began Korra, crestfallen. "Like we said, you're all free to go. If you don't want to join us, I... I guess all I can say is good luck out there."

The Equalists stared, their expressions unreadable to her. Korra felt her frustration growing with each passing second of this awkward silence.

"Right. Okay then," she said, turning to Noatak. He gave a small nod and moved to open the heavy metal door they came from.

"Avatar!"

Korra spun around to see the green-eyed girl step forward. "Where… where is your base of operation?"

"Air Temple Island," Korra replied immediately, unable to keep the spark of hope from her voice. "You're all welcome to come anytime. We've got food, shelter, medical care – whatever you need."

The girl nodded, then turned to face her companions. She was met with a mix of stunned and angry glares.

"What?" she said defiantly. "Just… in case"

Korra lingered for a moment, hoping others would speak up, but none did. With a final glance, she turned back and left through the door, soon followed by Noatak.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Thank you for reading my story

As always, any comment or kudo is highly appreciated and a real boost of motivation ❤️
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    Korra and Noatak made their way through the empty tunnels, their flashlights casting long shadows on the closing walls. The only sound was of their footsteps echoing in the silence, until after several minutes, Korra spoke up.

"I was… really hoping they'd agree," she said in disappointment. "Maybe that one girl was convinced, I don’t know…"

"What do you mean, Korra?" asked Noatak.

"I mean it totally failed, didn't it?" She glanced at him, her brow furrowed in confusion. "You were there, you heard them."

"Yes, and I didn't expect any different," he answered calmly. "They were never going to agree right away. Now, however, they can consider the option for themselves after being given the compelling reasoning to do so." He paused, then gestured with his flashlight. "We need to take that turn."

She followed him to a smaller, narrower tunnel that looked just like any other that they'd already passed by.

"Despite them not saying it explicitly," he continued, his voice echoing slightly in the confined space, "I think you got to them. And I believe that it helped that they saw proof that one of their own had already made that decision."

Korra was suddenly reminded of something she wanted to ask him. "Weren't you afraid they'd recognize you?"

"No," he said confidently. "As I told you earlier, there were times I had to go about my things and interact with my fellow Equalists without the mask and uniform, and was never recognized. I guess it had to do with how different the… demeanor I projected, while being Amon."

"I can see what you mean," she said thoughtfully. "There were times when I wasn’t even sure you were human. It was a shock, and a relief, to learn that you were after all."

Noatak hummed in understanding. "Going back to the original subject," he said, "I wouldn't be surprised if in a few days you will be contacted by at least some of them."

"You really think so?" she asked, hope creeping into her tone.

"Time will tell, but I do know them well enough. They can be pragmatic. I believe that eventually, they will make the right decision."

Korra's eyebrows rose in surprise. "You knew them? Like, personally?"

"Of course," replied Noatak. "I knew all of my chi blockers, as I insisted on taking an active role in their training. The ones you faced today, though very young, were some of the most skilled and dedicated. Which brings me to another point – you impressed them greatly by withstanding their attack without bending. I'm sure that will carry some weight in their decision, even if not consciously."

"Well, that's because I have a goddamn good teacher," she said appreciatively, slipping her arm around his waist. Noatak glanced at her, his eyes softening as he draped his arm over her shoulders, pulling her closer.

They continued their path in comfortable silence until they reached the ladder at the tunnel's end. They climbed back into the deserted alley, where the cool night air was a refreshing change from the tunnel's staleness. Then, they navigated through the eerily quiet streets.

Until Korra came to a sudden stop. "Wait, where are we going?"

"As usual Korra," Noatak looked at her with mild surprised. "I'm taking you back to the island."

She watched him for a few moments. "No… I'm too tired for that," she declared.

"What do you suggest, then?" he asked evenly.

I want to spend the night at your place," she said without a moment of hesitation.

He looked at her thoughtfully, as if considering if he should abide by her request. "You do know I have only one single bed."

"And that's a problem because…?"

He chuckled and turned back to the street they had come from. "This way."

 

The tension between them grew with every passing moment, but it was contained only to sneaky touches and hushed comments as they navigated the city's quiet streets. By the time they reached the stairwell leading to Noatak's apartment, Korra couldn’t take it anymore.

As Noatak fumbled with his keys, her control finally snapped. With sudden force, she gripped him by the shoulders and spun him around. His back hit the door with a dull thud, eyes widening for a split second before she surged upward, her lips crushing into his.

"Tired, are we?" he murmured jokingly between her kisses, his hands sliding along her sides and hips before coming to rest below her thighs. Korra let out a surprised yelp against his mouth as in one fluid movement, he hoisted her up and reversed their positions. Her back slam against the door, the impact forcing the air from her lungs.

His mouth reclaimed hers, hungry and demanding, and Korra found herself lost in the moment, dizzy by the unbearable heat building within her. Her legs instinctively wrapped around his waist and her fingers wove in the short locks of his hair to bring him as close as possible. She barely registered the soft click of the lock when a moment later, without breaking contact, Noatak maneuvered them inside, kicking the door shut behind them with a resounding bang that echoed through the small apartment.

Korra found herself lowered onto a solid surface – his desk. The room was the one she had only visited once and under such different circumstances, at a time in which what was happening now was simply unthinkable. But such musings evaporated the moment her handsome lover finally settled above her.

Their first round was rough and mostly clothed, a release of pent-up energy.

As their panting subsided, Korra's lips brushed Noatak's ear, feeling him shiver at her warm breath. "More," she demanded hoarsely.

A low rumble of approval vibrated through his chest. He lifted her again, trailing sloppy kisses along her neck as he carried her to the bed until he placed her there gently.

Korra watched, heavy-lidded and transfixed while he began to strip before her, the fire once again building up in her core. As he finally lowered himself to join her, she surged upward and gripped his shoulders, using her strength to flip their positions. He offered no resistance, and his eyes sparkled with appreciation as she claimed her seat on top, straddling his hips.

Now it was his turn to watch as she swiftly removed all her upper garments, his hands caressing up and down her muscular thighs. "Beautiful," he breathed, his gaze burning with admiration and desire. A shiver ran down her spine.

Drawn by an irresistible force, she leaned down, pressing her body to his. The sensation of skin on skin was electric, igniting every nerve in her already sensitized body. Their lips met in a deep kiss, each seeking to map the other's mouth as thoroughly as the hands that roamed over their bodies.

They made love that night, until the break of dawn. They were two people who were fated to be each other's end, but ultimately defied their destinies, and took this dangerous path that could lead to their own salvation.

But might as well lead to their ultimate destruction.

 

The late morning sunlight filtered through the closed curtains, waking Korra from her deep slumber. The first sensation was worn out but not unpleasant ache throughout her body. She stretched languidly, wincing slightly at the sore muscles. As she blinked away the remnants of sleep, she also took in her surroundings, her mind slowly piecing together where she was.

The next thing her still waking mind registered was a tantalizing aroma that wafting through the tiny apartment, making her stomach growl. Korra got up to her feet abruptly, but as the blanket fell she was suddenly aware of her state of undress in the bright daylight. She threw on herself a dark, discarded shirt from the floor that almost reached her knees, then padded barefoot across the worn floorboards, following the scent to the kitchen.

There, she found Noatak. He stood by the stove, his hair charmingly mussed from sleep. The sight of him like this – relaxed, unguarded, cooking breakfast in his tiny kitchen – made Korra's heart swell.

He glanced over his shoulder, a one sided smile tugging at his lips as his eyes quickly swept over her, lingering for a beat longer on the oversized shirt. "I was starting to think you'd sleep all day," he said as he returned to his task.

"Me too. I'm shocked I can even move," Korra replied, her voice still husky from sleep. She moved closer and pressed against his side, unable to resist trailing her fingers lightly across his bare back. "Good thing I postponed all plans to late afternoon."

"Did you rest well?" he asked while stirring the pot.

"Like a rock, once you let me." She peered into the pot, inhaling deeply. "Mmm, congee?"

"With a few additions," Noatak confirmed, gesturing toward a nearby plate piled with juicy strips of meat and perfectly fried eggs. "I’ve been worried you’re not getting enough protein, what with the airbenders’ restrictions."

"Well aren’t you considerate." Her stomach rumbled loudly. "Have I mentioned how much I like that you can cook so well?"

"Once or twice," Noatak said, ladling the porridge into two bowls. His free hand found her waist, pulling her a bit closer against him. "Though I'd like to think you're enjoying my company for more than just my culinary skills."

"Guilty as charged," Korra teased, reaching towards one of the tempting strips of meat. But Noatak was quicker, and he caught her hand mid-air.

"Patience, Avatar. Food's almost ready."

Korra huffed with playful indignation, then hopped up to sit on the counter, swinging her legs. "So domestic," she mused. "Who knew that big bad Amon had such a soft side?"

Noatak paused, then settled the ladle aside before he stepped closer and stood between her legs. His hand cupped her cheek, thumb tracing her lower lip. "I thought you of all people already knew," he murmured and leaned in, tilting his head upward for a change.

Just before their lips met, Korra jerked back with a grimace. "Hold up! I haven't even brushed my teeth, and I probably reek. Let me grab a really quick shower."

Noatak chuckled. "If you insist. Though I assure you, your scent is far from offensive."

"Flatterer," she said, hopping down from the counter and heading towards the bathroom.

"Wait." She turned back, eyebrow raised questioningly. "We could share to conserve water," he suggested, his voice low. "For the good of the city, of course."

Korra's eyes roamed over him appreciatively, temptation clear in them. But she eventually shook her head. "Nice try, but I've got a long day ahead. And I plan on being able to walk."

With a wink, Korra slipped into the tiny bathroom. She discarded Noatak's shirt and turned on the water before stepping right into the shower's cool stream. Her eyes slipped closed.

That playful flirtation was still new between them, and she liked it. She wanted more of it.

As the water soothed her tender body, her thoughts drifted, and she allowed herself to imagine a life where mornings like this were normal – waking up together, sharing meals, stolen moments of affection. Living their life like any other couple.

But reality set in. Just like the blissful time they shared back then in Omashu, this was but a fleeting taste of something they couldn't truly have.

Korra's eyes snapped open, brows low in determination. There had to be a way to change that. There must be.

 

 

The next following days were buzzing with activity, leaving Korra with barely a moment to herself. Her time was consumed by visits to the refugee camp, assisting in the infirmary, and finally, she began the training sessions with the former White Lotus.

But there were still the non benders who were much more numerous, and also in need of proper training. That effort couldn't begin without the Equalists, who, much to Korra’s frustration and contrary to Noatak’s predictions, hadn’t shown up. The registered volunteers kept eagerly asking her about it, and Korra had to tell them she was still working on finding instructors and was hoping to have good news soon.

As for the White Lotus training, she and Noatak spent almost a full night in her room carefully designing a detailed program. It was somewhat similar to the training Noatak had put her through during their days traveling the Earth Kingdom, and Korra was as much as excited as she was nervous for the opportunity to actually teach, knowing that some of her students were easily twice her age.

That was why the first lesson took her by surprise. The session was focused on assessing their physical capabilities after months of inactivity, and it went smoother than she had anticipated. Her trainees respected her and followed her lead without questioning her authority or making her feel as if her age or relative inexperience in the world meant she couldn’t be a source of knowledge.

During the second session, Korra noticed Katara had joined them, standing slightly apart from the group but close enough to listen while her gaze fixed on the horizon where the sea met the sky.

Once the lesson ended and Korra dismissed the students, Katara approached her.

"While I was hearing your voice the entire time, the manner of speaking was reminiscent of someone else," she told Korra.

Korra suddenly realized she may be emulating Noatak in more than just the content of his teaching.

 

It was shortly after the third lesson when something incredible happened.

"Avatar Korra!"

Korra turned to see Bannu approaching - a tall, lanky former sentry about her age, his long strides quickly closing the distance between them.

"There's a small group of people claiming you invited them," he said, slightly out of breath. "But the sentries on duty weren’t sure if they were telling the truth, so they're holding them for now."

Korra's heart leapt. Could it be them? "Can you lead me to them?".

"Sure, anything for you," Bannu replied with a smile.

She followed him up a trail to one of the White Lotus sentry posts atop a high seaside cliff. The point held a clear view of half the island and any vessels approaching from the east - from Republic City. As they neared, Korra spotted seven individuals surrounded by three sentries, who were all in threatening stances, hands raised to bend at the strangers with the first hint of ill-intent.

But Korra recognized them at once.

"Stand down! I know these guys!" she shouted and broke into a run.

The sentries’ eyes flicked to her as she approached, but did not relax their postures. "You know them?" repeated one.

"Yes! I invited them here," she said with a flare of anger. She noted the looks of disdain on the Equalists' faces, all of which wearing civilian clothes and standing tall and unflinching. She suspected they could take out the sentries easily, but held back for the sake of not causing trouble.

"Very well." The sentry relented, relieving his stance and the others followed.

"Come on," Korra waved for the seven to follow, noticing that one of them, the girl who got injured in their confrontation and refused healing, was now using crutches. "I appreciate you coming through the legal way," Korra said, glancing over the group. "I know from experience you don't have much trouble sneaking around. But I’m sorry about the… less than warm welcome."

"That was to be expected," the pale, freckled Equalist dismissed coolly. He glanced at Korra. "Avatar, where can we speak privately?"

"Working on that." They needed an enclosed, private space, as with the sky heavy with clouds it looked like rain or snow could fall at any moment. That one unused room in the nearby infirmary will do.

As they moved deeper into the island's interior, the sprawling tent city gradually came into view. Korra couldn’t miss the shift in the Equalists’ expressions and the murmurs that rose.

"Nobody you know lives in there?" she asked the freckled Equalist, noting his troubled expression.

"Almost none of us have family left, Avatar," he replied in a voice devoid of emotion. "That’s why we were among the last to keep fighting. We had nothing left to lose."

When they reached the infirmary, Korra held open the door, her eyes catching on Katara, who moved between patients. The old healer glanced at the group and Korra with some curiosity but said nothing. Korra then led the Equalists through the infirmary and into the small, unused room in the back.

"Alright," Korra began, closing the door behind them as the group found seats wherever they could - some taking the few available chairs including the injured Equalist, others settling on tables or the floor. She also took a seat in a cross legged position on a table, facing them. "I, umm...first of all, I'm really glad you're here," she began awkwardly.

The female Equalist, the same one who had been brought down first in their battle, grimaced. "Don’t mistake our intentions, Avatar," she said coldly. "Under any other circumstances, we wouldn’t want to have anything to do with you."

"Uh… right, obviously," said Korra dryly. "But first – it's Korra, not Avatar. And second, I don’t care if you guys like me or not. What matters is we have a lot more to gain by working together than staying enemies, given the bigger problems we're facing."

"Do you have an attack plan?" one of the male Equalists asked directly, cutting to the chase.

"Not yet, we're much further behind - we don't have the numbers to carry it out," Korra admitted. "That's why we need your help."

She laid out her plan, explaining her idea to train as many non-benders as possible to eventually operate Equalist weaponry and machinery. But she made sure to emphasize that they would only be part of the force. Her hope was that benders would join their ranks too, eventually.

"There should still be some untouched caches of weaponry from the days of the revolution," said the curly haired girl with the crutches, confirming what Noatak had said a while ago. "We could sneak in and retrieve some."

"That’s great," Korra said, nodding in agreement. "But for now, we’ll need to start with the basics - hand-to-hand combat. The people you’ll be training don’t have any combat experience, so this will be really useful for them. Plus, I need more time to convince the people in charge here to accept the fact that we'll be using Equalist machinery."

Recently, she had finally confided in Noatak about the issue with Tenzin opposing any involvement of Equalists. Noatak was far from surprised and said that hand-to-hand combat was non-threatening in most people’s eyes and a good way to pave the way into more advanced training. Korra hoped he was right.

She continued. "The volunteers can't wait to start. There are so many of them, so each of you might need to train two groups, maybe more. What do you think about starting tomorrow?"

A little stunned, the Equalists exchanged glances.

"Sounds pretty good," the green-eyed girl said eventually, and others nodded. Korra recognized her as the only one who had shown interest in her offer back in their tunnel.

"By the way," Korra said, "are there any other Equalists still out there that we might be able to reach out to?"

"There are a few," replied Shayu, the guy with spiky hair. Korra recalled his name now. "Most took heavy losses and scattered, but we can go back to the city and see who’s left. Some might even be here in the tent city, lying low."

"Good," Korra said, pausing before adding, "And… just so you know, it’s probably best not to tell anyone you’re former Equalists, at least for now. I’m sorry, but for some people, that’s still a touchy subject."

Her words were met with a tense silence. This time, the only one to nod was the emerald-eyed girl. "Yeah, obviously."

Korra hesitated before continuing. "So, I guess the next step is sorting out your accommodations and the logistics of your stay here." 

A couple of them shrugged, while others stared at her with unreadable expressions.

"Okay, great!" Korra said, her voice a bit louder than intended as she tried to inject some energy into the moment. She jumped to her feet and clapped her hands once. "How about I take you all to get some lunch, and then we’ll figure out the accommodations? It’ll probably be tents for now. I’ll need to check with Anya - she’s the air acolyte managing housing in the tent city. You’ll be registered as refugees, seeing as you are now."

Without a word, the group stood and followed Korra out of the infirmary. As they crossed the now snow-dusted grass, Korra slowed her pace to walk alongside the girl on crutches.

"Hey, I didn’t catch your name," she said, glancing at her.

"It's Hanji," the girl replied.

"Well, Hanji, I don’t want to sound rude, but that leg is going to limit how much you can be useful," Korra said. "I just wanted to let you know that you can get it healed anytime in the infirmary. My waterbending master, Katara, runs it. She’s pretty amazing - maybe you’ve heard of her."

There was a long silence, broken only by the steady tapping of Hanji's crutches against the soft ground.

"Okay," Hanji whispered at last. "I think I might do that. I'm already a burden on my friends, and we almost got caught on the way here… It’s just, I don’t want - "

"- them to judge you?" suggested Korra gently.

Hanji nodded.

"It’s not easy, I get it," said Korra. "But by coming here, you’ve already made a brave decision you wouldn’t have before. I’m sure they’ll understand that for you to really help, you need both legs functioning. Healing is the fastest way to get there."

 

The next time Noatak visited her was late the following night. Korra could hardly contain her excitement as she filled him in on all the new developments. Her words tumbled out in a rush as she told him about the Equalists’ progress: how they had finally started their lessons, with each instructor now taking on two or three groups of volunteers, teaching them the basics. She shared how Hanji had finally allowed Katara to heal her leg, and aside from a few inevitable snarky comments from her friends, they had been understanding. And then, she updated him on the progress of her White Lotus trainees, who were advancing faster than she’d expected.

They lay entwined beneath the sheets, their bodies tangled together intimately. Noatak listened to her enthusiastic rambling with a smile playing on his lips, his fingers lightly tracing patterns on her bare skin.

"Oh, and there’s something else," Korra said, her tone shifting from excitement to irritation. "You know Keiko, that girl with the golden eyes and silky black hair? Well, she asked me today, ‘Where’s that guy who was with you last time?’ And I told her you’re not staying here because you’ve got your own stuff to handle in the city. But then - get this - she starts blushing and says, ‘That’s too bad, Mina really wanted him to join the warehouse mission.’ And listen to me, that's bullshit, the girl's face was as red as a hog monkey's butt, and she goes 'yeah Mina just wanted to know if he's still around.'  Sure it's just Mina and not also you, honey. I'm not buying it, 'kay?"

Noatak watched her blankly. "And your point is?"

Korra threw her hands up, "Well, people are not blind. Ever since you stopped wearing that mask, everyone can see how good you look. So what I'm saying is that the girl obviously has a crush on you!" She said exasperatedly. "And I'm not happy about it!"

"And what exactly do you expect me to do about it?" he asked. "If anything, I should be the one worried." His hand slid up and down her curvy waist and hip,  and his voice lowered even more as he added, "Do you have any idea how many people would kill to be in my place right now?"

"Well…" Korra paused, distracted, a flush creeping up her face. "Maybe, I don’t know. But she's not just anyone, because I actually know her. And the real issue is that I can't do anything because I can't even go around telling people that you're mine!"

His eyebrows shot up playfully, his hand pausing mid-caress. "I'm what?"

"You're mine, Noatak." A smile curved Korra's lips, and as a retaliation, her fingers danced over his side, searching for the sensitive spot that never failed to make him squirm. When she found it, Noatak jerked slightly, and Korra’s grin widened. "Got any problem with that?"

For a moment, he simply stared at her. Then, without warning, he pulled her into a tight embrace, squeezing her against him so hard it knocked the breath from her lungs.

"Oof, Noa – too tight!" She pushed against his chest, though her smile never faltered. Her heart skipped a beat at the sight of his rare grin and she leaned in to plant a kiss on the dimple on his cheek, and then his lips.

As their kiss broke, a loud yawn escaped her. She shifted to rest her face against his chest, feeling the steady rise and fall of his breathing beneath her as she nestled deeper into his embrace.

"Maybe I should just tell her you're gay or something…" she mumbled jokingly.

He laughed, the sound rumbled through her while bringing a flutter of warmth in her stomach. "That's a brilliant idea."

They remained in each other's arms, the comfort drawing Korra closer to sleep as her eyelids grew heavy. Another yawn slipped out.

But just as she was about to drift off, his voice pulled her back to wakefulness. He sounded suddenly tense.

"Korra," he said quietly. "I need to ask for a favor."

Her eyes flew open. "Sure, anything."

There was a long pause before he spoke again. "The next time you see them… I…" He trailed off, the hesitation thick in his voice. He took a deep breath before continuing. "…I’d like you to ask if there’s been any word on the lieutenant… since the revolution fell."

A lump formed in Korra's throat.

She hadn’t spared a thought about Amon's former lieutenant and his unknown fate recently, and suddenly recalled Noatak's pained confession, only several weeks ago. 'I did not kill him… But I don't know if he survived.'

"I will."

But even as she said it, a part of her dreaded what they might find out.

The next morning, however, when Korra stumbled across both Mina and Hanji separately and asked them that question, she received the same answer: there had been no word of the lieutenant since Amon's defeat. It was also clear from their answers that neither knew the second-in-command had fallen victim to their leader's bloodbending on that day.

Korra found herself wondering if Noatak would visit her that evening to hear the unsatisfactory news. Nowadays, it had become rare for him to come two nights in a row. She had asked him before about his absences out of curiousity about what kept him away, and while she knew he wouldn’t avoid her without good reason, his answers had always been vague - something about "collecting intelligence in the city."

And indeed, when Korra retired to her room rather late that night, she found it disappointingly but not surprisingly empty. She lay on her bed and went over the day's events in her mind, satisfied with the progress of both her own apprentices and the Equalists' students. The Equalists had even formulated a plan to raid one of their old warehouses, and they would probably carry it out sometime next week. Things were going surprisingly well.

Except one thing. Korra was pushing all these plans forward without having Tenzin’s approval. She’d need to face him tomorrow and finally have that conversation. Convincing him was going to be a challenge, but she had to try.

Her thoughts began to slow as fatigue crept in. Before long, she succumbed to sleep.

 

She didn’t know how much time had passed, but when she woke up, it was still night.

And yet, it wasn’t exactly dark – her room was strangely illuminated, and the were odd, flickering shadows across the walls.

Sluggishly, Korra pushed herself off the bed and shuffled toward the window. Blinking away the sleep's haze, she looked out into the island's grounds.

What she saw almost made her heart stop. After several long seconds of staring, she began to feel a crippling sensation of horror filling her chest.

The refugee camp was on fire.
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    Noatak woke up after a perfectly dreamless sleep. He turned his head, squinting at the clock on the wall. Not quite midnight. Earlier than he had intended, but it will do.

His sleep schedule in the weeks since his return with Korra had been erratic. There were the blissful nights he could spend with her, but most nights, like tonight, had to be dedicated to activities that could only happen under cover of darkness. Thankfully, he had long since mastered the useful skill of falling asleep at any given time, helping him compensate for the long hours of being awake at night with doses of rest during the day.

Tonight, he intended to investigate a lead pointing to the city’s main power plant, where rumors suggested important captives were held. If his deductions were accurate, one of them was a high-ranking official from the old regime. There were several candidates to who that might be, but Noatak's suspected one in particular.

He believed the person to be the former Chief of Police, Beifong.

Despite his best efforts, so far he hadn't yet managed to paint a full picture of the organization behind this abduction, which was undoubtedly the same pulling strings across the city. Their structure was highly compartmentalized, a conclusion he reached after finding out on multiple occasions that the low-level street thugs were not aware of who was the higher up in the hierarchy yet acted on the exact same orders.  

If Beifong were indeed among the captives, her rescue would become a top priority. When he gathered all the necessary information, he would involve Korra as the head of the rescue operation. It would be a significant achievement for her, a chance to prove herself to the city's benders whose support she still needed to fully secure.

The irony of potentially helping rescue someone who had once hunted him with such fervor wasn't lost on Noatak. He allowed himself a small, wry smile at the thought.

Noatak slid his legs off the bed and padded to the bathroom for a quick, cold shower. Fully alert, he went through his usual pre-mission routine, then grabbed a quick meal from the leftovers in his icebox. As he ate, standing in the cramped kitchen, his mind was already racing with possibilities and mapping out scenarios.

At quarter past midnight, he slipped out of the apartment and into the night.

The streets were calm as Noatak made his way downtown. As he passed by the port, the rhythmic lapping of waves against the piers filled his ears, and the silhouette of Air Temple Island suddenly stretched before him, its familiar outline illuminated against the starry sky.

His quick strides slowed, then came to a stop.

For a fleeting moment, he felt an impulsive pull to abandon his mission, to dive into the bay and waterbend his way to the island, to Korra.

He often felt an intense, almost desperate urge to spend every moment he could get with her. It was a bittersweet longing, driven by a fear he couldn’t bring himself to voice to her: as much as she was his only source of purpose and happiness, he couldn’t see a future where their connection could survive, because who they ultimately were. They had briefly touched on this at the start of their relationship, but the chaos of the city had pushed this matter aside, leaving it unresolved.

For now, he intended to support her as much as possible in achieving her goals and establishing her legacy as the Avatar, all while indulging in something sweet and precious that he knew he did not deserve. Yet, deep down, he desperately hoped to find the strength to let her go before everything spiraled out of control.

With a heavy sigh, Noatak tore his gaze from the island.

It was selfish of him to even consider going there, he scolded himself, forcing his legs to carry him toward his original destination. It was late, and Korra was likely asleep after working tirelessly toward their shared goal.

But just a few steps later, a sudden chill ran down his spine. He stopped, turning back to the island, eyes narrowing.

The light on the main building seemed wrong – too bright, too erratic, flickering unnaturally against the night sky. He stared for a few more moments before his eyes suddenly widened with understanding.

Without another moment to think, Noatak scaled the port's surrounding fence. Once on the other side, he sprinted along a dock and dove into the waters below. Using waterbending, he propelled himself rapidly toward the island.

A heavy scent of smoke surrounded him as he reached the shore, and a towering column of ash obscured the night stars. Noatak raced towards the island's heart, passing by the abandoned posts of the White Lotus he would usually take great care to avoid. Gradually, the full extent of the disaster came into view before him - burning tents, panicked people fleeing with children, infants wailing, and frantic calls piercing the night.

Forcing himself to detach, he closed his eyes, reaching out with his senses. The world around him faded to a dull roar as he focused, searching for one particular heartbeat amidst the sea of frantic pulses.


  There.


His eyes snapped open, zeroing in on a figure in the distance. He finally spotted her – Korra was running, carrying two small, motionless figures in her arms.

"Korra!"

She spun around, her eyes wild and searching until they locked with his. Her face was smudged with soot, eyes wide as she watched him running to her side.

"I... Noatak... you're here," she managed, her voice barely audible over the roar of the flames from afar. "I - I need to get them... to the infirmary, to Katara."

Noatak gently took the older girl from Korra’s arms. “Let’s go.”

The infirmary was also a scene of absolute chaos. Injured bodies lay everywhere, some on makeshift mattresses, others directly on the floor. The air was still thick with smoke, but also the sickening scent of singed flesh.

“Jinora, please, go back to your home,” a frantic healer, his arms heavy with bandages, implored the young airbender. “Your parents need to know you're safe.”

"I want to help! I can't do nothing!" protested the girl. "Please, let me do something."

"No, Jinora. You need to go back now," the healer insisted, his tone firmer, then spotted Korra and Noatak. "Over there," he gestured wearily to a corner. "We'll... we'll get to them when we can."

The children were as limp as dolls as they placed them against the wall.

Noatak turned to leave but saw that Korra remained rooted in place, her gaze hollow as she stared at the two small forms. He placed a hand on her shoulder, feeling her trembling beneath his touch.

"They're still alive," he said softly.

"I don't know what to do," she whispered, her voice cracking. "There are so many people out there who need help. But if we leave these two... they might die."

"Korra," Noatak began, striving to keep his tone even, "the best thing we can do right now is to stop the fire. That's how we prevent more loss."

Korra's glassy eyes met his, and she nodded. The sorrow in her gaze pierced him more deeply than any of the surrounding devastation.

In a rare moment of public intimacy, Noatak took her hand, squeezing it gently. The surrounding chaos meant that no one paid attention anyway. He led her away from the children and out of the overcrowded room.

Outside, they quickened their pace back to a run, and he guided her toward the cliffs while outlining a plan. "We'll need to draw large volumes of water from the ocean. The moon is nearly full again; it will give us an advantage." He glanced up at the sky, where the moon’s silvery light struggled to pierce the haze of smoke. "I’ll go down to the sea and push water upward to you. You’ll need to disperse it as rain to extinguish the flames."

"Okay. Let's do this." A spark of determination rekindled in her voice, and that encouraged him.

At the cliff's edge, Noatak paused. The wind whipped while carrying embers and ash that flickered in the darkness. "Stay here," he instructed. "I'm going downhill." Before descending, he cupped Korra's ash-smeared face in his hands, pressing a tender kiss to her lips. Her lips twitched with a hint of a smile.

Once down at the shoreline, Noatak waded into the water up to his waist. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. With each breath, he felt a familiar tingle course through his body as he aligned himself with the moon's energy, allowing it to guide his chi.

The water around him began to stir, slowly at first, then with growing intensity. A river formed, first in the water itself, then defying gravity as it began climbing up the cliffs. Noatak remained still, eyes closed, his only movement the steady rise and fall of his chest.

With each exhalation, the water surged higher, responding to his will. Sweat beaded on his temples and trickled down his face. Though he stood motionless, his muscles tensed and trembled with the effort, but he pushed through.

Suddenly, he felt a shift in the water's energy as another force merged with his own. He easily recognized Korra's touch in waterbending, as he was the one to revive her connection with the element. Her bending relieved some of the strain, and he finally allowed his eyes to open.

The sight of their intertwined power at work stole his breath away.

He maintained his efforts until the glow atop the hill extinguished completely, leaving only a thick column of smoke. Then, Noatak finally allowed the water to subside and began the trek back up to the main ground.

When he found her again, Korra was speaking with Tenzin, and her face lit up the moment she saw him. But as her mentor followed her gaze, his shoulders stiffened, and his grey eyes narrowed with suspicion.

"Tenzin," Korra said quickly upon noticing the airbender's reaction "Noatak helped me put out the fire. It was all his idea, actually."

Tenzin’s eyebrows rose, a mix of surprise and wariness crossing his face. "Is that so?" he replied. "That’s... appreciated."

Korra turned to Noatak, practically bouncing on her toes with nervous energy. "I was about to search for more people who might need help," she said. "Will you come with me?"

"No," he replied firmly. "Your healing abilities are more needed right now. You should join Katara in the infirmary. I will search for survivors."

Tenzin nodded slowly. "He's right, Korra," he admitted. "My mother can use all the help she can get. I'll come with you; we need to organize more supplies for the extension of the infirmary."

“Okay,” Korra conceded, reluctance in her voice. She looked back at Noatak. “So why don’t you come to the infirmary too? You’re also a healer!”

A shadow passed over Noatak's face. "My abilities are better suited to locating survivors," he replied lowly, referring to the skill he was less than proud of. His tone sharpened as he turned to the airbender. "Any idea who's behind this?"

Tenzin shook his head grimly. "We've been overwhelmed just trying to save lives. If this was an orchestrated attack... the perpetrators managed to slip away...most likely.”

Noatak nodded curtly. He had no doubt this was deliberate. But as the airbender said - those who are behind it are most likely long gone.

Without another word, he turned to leave, but Korra's voice stopped him. "I'll see you later? Maybe?" she blurted.

Her question hung awkwardly between them, the hope in her tone unmistakable, which was out of place with Tenzin nearby.

"We'll see," he replied coolly without meeting her gaze. With that, he strode away.

Over the next hour, he moved through the ruined refugee camp. In some areas, the tents had been reduced to piles of ash. The ground was damp and muddy in places from the seawater used to douse the flames, and the air hung heavy with the stench of charred canvas - and something far worse.

Throughout his lifetime, Noatak had seen more than enough horrors to consider himself hardened to human cruelty. But this scene was different. The perpetrators hadn’t just caused destruction - they reveled in it.

It was becoming clearer this was no random act, but a coordinated assault, carried out by multiple benders - firebenders undoubtedly, but the twisted forms of some victims hinted at the cruel work of earthbenders as well. But as he suspected, it seemed that the attackers had long since retreated.

He was searching for the fast flutter of heartbeat that indicated a survivor and found them scattered throughout the camp, of varying ages and conditions. Many of them hid in the surrounding bushes, but for some, those decisions sealed their fate.

Gaining the survivors' trust was challenging. They were terrified and suspicious, but calming words convinced them he was there to help. He guided those who could walk and carried those who couldn't, making countless trips to the infirmary.

With each visit, the place changed. An addition made of earth almost doubled the original size of the infirmary, which was most likely Korra's work. Rows of mattresses filled this new space and were gradually occupied by a growing number of injured.

Every so often, his gaze would lock with Korra's across the crowded room, and the haunted, exhausted look in her eyes sent a cold shiver through him.

Over time, Noatak widened his search, reaching the slopes that led down to the shore. He had nearly convinced himself that no one remained when a flicker of movement caught his attention. Unlike the frantic heartbeat of the victims of the attack, this one was steady, belonging to someone who was moving with purpose: The person was rapidly heading away from the main grounds towards the coastline.

Noatak’s lips twitched with the familiar thrill of a predator sensing its prey. It seemed one of them stayed behind, after all.

He began trailing the presence ahead, managing to close the distance without detection. But at twenty meters behind, his target froze, glancing back.

In that instant, the world exploded with bright light.

Noatak hurled himself sideways, the lightning bolt blinding him momentarily as he crashed into a bush. The spot he'd occupied a heartbeat before ignited into flames. Another bolt zipped through the air, but he was already in motion.

He surged forward, weaving between the successive fire blasts unleashed by the firebender, moving with the practiced ease honed by years of experience. As he closed the distance, each flash of fire revealed the growing panic on his attacker’s face. In a final, desperate move, the firebender launched another lightning strike, but Noatak smoothly shifted, reappearing behind him. His fingers found precise points on the man's flank and back, and with a groan, the firebender collapsed.

Wide-eyed, the firebender looked up at Noatak's figure, looming over him.

With a roar, he thrust his fist upward, targeting Noatak's face.

The former Equalist watched with dark amusement as the man's futile effort ended with him landing face-down into the dirt. It was an all too common trait among firebenders, he mused. They never seemed to accept the loss of their bending, whether it was permanent or temporary chi-blocking, instead clinging to the desperate hope that their powers remained intact.

Crouching low, Noatak's voice was an icy growl, "Who sent you?"

The firebender rolled over, spitting soil. His eyes met Noatak's, and bitter laughter bubbled from his throat.

In one fluid motion, Noatak grabbed his collar and forcefully yanked him to his knees.

"You think you can scare me, chi blocker?" the firebender panted, his voice deep and rough. "Ever since your god Amon fell, everyone's seen what you lot really are - the lowest type of vermi - UHHHH!!"

His bravado was shuttered by his own scream of agony as Noatak's fingers dug into a single pressure point on his chest, then released his grip. The man writhed on the ground, his amber eyes bulging from their sockets.

"STOP! STOP, PLEASE!"

Noatak couldn’t deny the relish he felt at inflicting even a fraction of the pain these people had caused. He waited a full minute, watching intently at the man’s frantic movements, before striking another pressure point. The firebender stilled, his body trembling as he desperately gasped for breath.

"Who planned this?" Noatak demanded again, his tone sharp and unyielding. He suspected the firebender may have been of a higher rank with his decent bending skill and older age. Noatak was certain that with enough pressure, he could force something useful out of him.

"I...I can't..." he whispered. "No... no... NO, PLEASE, NOT AGAIN!"

Lifted off the ground once more, the firebender screamed frantically as Noatak targeted two more pressure points before releasing him. The man fell, curling into himself and clutching his groin, his mouth gaping in a silent scream.

Watching with cold satisfaction, Noatak decided to put it to a stop only when he sensed the danger of irreversible damage. With a final, calculated jab, he eased the man's suffering, leaving him gasping like a fish out of the water.

"You need to understand," Noatak's voice grabbed the man's attention, cold and unforgiving. "I have no sympathy for the likes of you. Spare me any attempts to conjure it. Now, for the last time, who sent you?"

"T-the... Scarlet Widow," came the broken whisper.

"The Scarlet Widow," repeated Noatak, his mind racing. "Of the Red Monsoon?"

"Yes," the man wheezed.

"Amon took her bending," Noatak stated flatly.

The firebender tried to shift but his face twisted in pain. "You think this was the end of her?" he gasped. "After Amon gutted the triads... she was smart. She pulled the scraps together, kept them alive. Not just waterbenders. The whole city’s under her thumb now... it’s all her who runs everything... from the shadows."

This is what he needed to know. A force comprised of those he'd failed to subdue now dominated the city, filling the power vacuum left by both the authorities and the Equalists. And at the head was someone he believed to have neutralized by taking her bending. He'd underestimated her, no doubt… The Scarlet Widow was a veteran in the game; she's been around even during his father's reign over the city's underbelly.

Rumors say that in her younger days, Yakone himself had mentored her. The bloodbending techniques he taught her well before training his own sons, became her signature tool of terror, although limited only to the full moon and far less developed. She reserved this art to inflict torture and fear upon her enemies, her cruelty making her quickly rise in the ranks after Yakone's disappearance.

"And tonight?" Noatak's voice lowered in abhorrence. "What was the purpose of this massacre? What did you hope to achieve?"

A sudden smile twisted the firebender's agonized face, as if he couldn't stop himself from taking perverse delight in the words. "Consider this our little welcome gift," he rasped, "for Avatar Korra."
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    Noatak's eyes narrowed to dangerous slits, his voice dropping to a menacing whisper. "What did you say?"

The firebender's lips twisted. “For her," he repeated, each word dripping with venom. "A fitting gift for the traitor Avatar, siding with Equalist filth."

Noatak's heart thundered in his chest as he wrestled with the fury threatening to consume him. The familiar tingle of energy coursed through his veins, tempting him to unleash the part of himself he had vowed to leave behind. How easy it would be to strip this man of his bending – a punishment he had once inflicted without a second thought. But for a man who caused such tremendous suffering to spite the person Noatak cared about above all, that seemed even too merciful…

"Noatak!"

The faint call pierced through his haze of fury, snapping his attention away. The voice was distant, yet unmistakably hers. Korra's. Who else would use his name?

And if Korra needed him, if she actively sought him amidst this chaos, he must be by her side at once.

"Noatak!"

His gaze locked onto the firebender once more, conflict raging within him. Every fiber of his being screamed to eliminate this threat permanently, but he couldn't risk exposing his true identity. And as for the alternative... Though he'd spilled blood once, it did not align with who he aspired to be. Above all, it would also be a betrayal of the precious trust Korra had placed in him.

With a growl, Noatak lashed out. His fist connected with the firebender's shoulder, channeling all his pent-up frustration. A sickening crack split the air – the unmistakable sound of shattering bone – followed by a scream of agony that cut short as chi blocking took hold. The man crumpled to the ground, unconscious.

Noatak stood over him, chest heaving, the night air suddenly biting against his sweat-slicked skin. He couldn't leave the firebender to potentially escape, but if he did somehow make it back to his superiors, he must not remember this encounter.

A quick, precise strike to the back of the firebender's head, and Noatak hoisted the limp body over his shoulder.

He climbed up the cliffside to the refugee camp, and soon, his eyes locked with Korra's across the devastation. She began sprinting towards him, weaving between piles of debris and ash.

"Noatak! Thank the Spirits!" she exclaimed breathlessly. "We need you at the infirmary, now. Katara says you might be the only one who can help."

"Tell me what happened," he said at once.

"It's Jinora," Korra's voice wavered. "She got hurt badly, and... You'll soon see. Who's...?" She gestured at the man Noatak was carrying.

"One of the attackers," he said, dumping the body unceremoniously to the ground. "He can't roam free. Secure him here for now. We'll decide what to do with him later."

Korra nodded and assumed a bending stance. The earth rose around the man, encasing him up to his neck.

"Okay," she said. "Now to the infirmary, fast."

They moved through the camp, until reaching the only permanent building at its edge. While the infirmary was still crowded, it was less chaotic than before. Patients were no longer sprawled on the floor, and more healers were moving efficiently between the makeshift beds.

"Katara will explain everything," Korra said, pushing open a door to a small side room, and Noatak entered.

The room held a single bed, upon which lay the small body of the airbending family's eldest daughter. She was unnaturally still, her skin ashen against the dark blood matting her hair. Her chest rose and fell in quick, shallow breaths. Beside her stood Katara, her weathered hands guiding glowing healing water over the girl's head with sharp focus.

The girl's parents were in the room as well. Tenzin paced frantically, muttering something, perhaps prayers under his breath, while Pema stood by the healer, silent tears streaming down her face as her fingers traced her daughter's pallid cheek. Once the newcomers appeared, Tenzin came to an abrupt halt, and Pema raised her tearful eyes.

Katara's voice broke the silence. "You found him," she said hoarsely, "Noatak, please stand opposite me. Korra, thank you. The other healers still need your assistance."

"I -," started Korra reluctantly, her glassy eyes lingering on the girl. "Okay… let me know if she gets… any better."

She shared a quick look with Noatak, then left, closing the door quietly behind her. Noatak took his position across from Katara and Pema.

"Pema, Tenzin," said Katara, facing her daughter-in-law. "I do not think you should be here. This procedure may take a while, and it's not something you should witness."

"Mother," protested the airbender. "We can't just leave Jinora. How can we wait outside, not knowing – "

"I understand son," Katara cut in gently but firmly. "And yet, your presence might distract us. We need to focus."

Pema, however, stepped back from her daughter's bed. "We must go," she said shakily to her husband. "It's for Jinny."

"Yes... for her." The airbender agreed, his voice breaking. Supported by each other, they moved towards the door. Pema turned back once more, her eyes lingering first on Katara, and then on Noatak. "Please," she choked out, "do everything you can."

The healing master nodded solemnly. "We will."

As the door closed, a heavy silence fell over the room. Noatak turned to Katara, noting how she never stopped the delicate task of healing her granddaughter throughout the exchange.

"Now, Noatak," Katara began, her voice taking on an unexpected calmness, "we need to be aware that the outcome might not be what we hope for. Jinora's in a critical condition. We're not even sure how this happened. We suspect she was only trying to help when she was attacked by one of the intruders – an earthbender, judging by the nature of the injury."

Katara's hands moved to reveal for a moment the gaping injury by adjusting the healing water. "By the time she was found, she was in a seizure, suffering from severe head trauma. The extent of internal bleeding in her brain suggests she had been in this condition for some time before we discovered her. Right now, my efforts are focused on stabilizing the intracranial pressure and minimizing the swelling, but that's about the extent of what I can do.

"That's why I've asked for you. I want to attempt something new, something I'm not even sure is possible. Your control over water in all its forms is incredibly precise. Bone fragments from her shattered skull have penetrated her brain, causing tissue damage. If you could locate and carefully remove these fragments without causing further injury, it might just save her life." Katara's deep blue gaze pierced him. "Noatak, do you think you can do that?"

At that moment, Noatak couldn't help but admire her incredible strength – her remarkable ability to set aside her emotions while working to save her own granddaughter in such a critical situation.

Noatak held her gaze steadily, his voice low and determined. "I'll do everything in my power."

"I must say again – there's no guarantee of success, but this might be our last chance to save her."

He nodded. "Tell me what to do."

The elderly healer’s gaze drifted toward Noatak’s hand, and a crease formed between her pale brows. “Your hand - it’s quite bruised.”

Noatak glanced down, lifting his right hand to inspect it under the harsh light. Before she mentioned it, he hadn’t quite registered the throbbing pain or the deep red bruises forming around his knuckles. “It won’t interfere,” he said, lowering it.

"In fact, it will," Katara said gravely. "For what I will ask you to do, your control must be impeccable. Hand, please.”

Noatak met her determined eyes, then placed his hand on her own open palm, above the unconscious girl. She guided the water to envelope his knuckles, and after several seconds released him. He flexed his fingers to find the pain entirely gone and nodded in gratitude. 

"Now," Katara said, her voice taking on a teacher's calm authority, "I need you to attune yourself to the rhythm of her blood flow. Sense its movement and locate where the injuries have disrupted its path. Can you feel the damaged vessels?"

Noatak closed his eyes, concentrating his chi as he had done countless times in the past. Gradually, he became aware of the currents flowing through the girl's body. When he directed his attention to her brain, he felt the subtle disruptions where blood pooled and swelled around the injury sites.

"I can feel it," he said.

"Good," said Katara softly. "Now for the challenging part. I need you to detect the bone fragments. Their water content is lower, but if you trace the blood flow and feel where the tissue is torn, you should be able to locate them. Let me know when you're ready to proceed."

Following her instructions, Noatak's awareness gradually sharpened. The fragments revealed themselves like jagged islands in a sea of living tissue, their presence subtly altering the landscape within the brain. Despite their minuscule size, he could mentally map out their locations with growing certainty.

"I'm ready."

"Start with the largest fragment you can find,” she said. “Our goal is to remove it. Either control the bone directly or shift the surrounding tissue. Remember, gentleness and precision are crucial here to avoid further damage."

Noatak raised his hands, letting them hover above the unconscious girl's head. He shut out everything but Katara's voice and the feeling beneath his fingertips. Focusing on the largest shard, he found he could control its movement with the smallest of gestures. Carefully, he navigated it through the safest route, avoiding vital tissues with painstaking precision.

"Yes…" Katara breathed. "Now, let's ease it out of the wound."

After several tense moments, Noatak opened his eyes. A minuscule, bloodstained piece of bone surfaced amidst the glowing waters.

"Excellent!" Katara exclaimed softly. "Place it here," she indicated with a nod toward a metallic tray on a nearby table. "We'll need those for the reconstruction. Repeat this with every fragment you can find, and take your time."

Time lost all meaning as Noatak worked. The room was silent save for their steady breathing and the soft hum of healing energy, and the tray gradually filled with bone pieces of varying sizes.

"I believe that's all," Katara finally said. "Now for the next stage - we'll mend the blood vessels. I'll adjust the healing water to expose the areas where they are torn. Your task is to join and fuse the ends of each vessel. It's even more delicate than before. But," she looked up and offered him a small, weary smile, "I have no doubt you can do it."

This task indeed proved even more challenging, demanding every ounce of Noatak's concentration. It was somewhat similar, and almost rivaled the complexity of restoring Korra's bending. He wondered if this would even be possible without the approaching full moon lending its strength.

Mending the blood vessels took nearly as long as removing the bone fragments. Sweat beaded on Noatak's forehead as he worked, his eyes closed, his fingers moving in minute, precise gestures. Gradually, he felt the blood flow returning to normalcy, life-giving currents restored to their proper paths. By the time he signaled Katara to remove her bending, he sensed no more bleeding.

"Incredible," whispered Master Katara in awe. "I... suspected you could do it, but the fact that you did is... groundbreaking, in every aspect of healing."

The healing master didn't need him for the final stage, and Noatak watched as she mended the fractured bones in place before wrapping the girl's head in bandages.

"Now," Katara said after placing the last of the bandages, gently caressing her granddaughter's still alarmingly pallid cheek, "Jinora's physically healed, and the bleeding has stopped. But there's a chance she's suffered irreversible brain damage. All we can do now is wait." She paused. "It's time for my son and daughter-in-law to be here."

She left the room and returned a minute later with Tenzin and Pema. Katara embraced them tightly, explaining that she needed to attend to other patients but asking them to alert her immediately of any changes.

Noatak was about to follow her out. Though he knew the attackers had long since retreated, he felt compelled to be on the lookout and watch for any other threats. But Katara stopped him with a gentle hand on his arm, asking him to stay and monitor the girl's condition.

And so, he waited in complete silence in that small room, leaning against the wall, his gaze fixed on Jinora's still form. The girl's parents stood on the other side, supporting each other, and Noatak couldn't help but feel extremely out of place, unwanted, amid their grief and anxiety. He, who had once tried to harm their child. Could he possibly repay that sin by ensuring their daughter opened her eyes again?

Dawn crept in, and the room was gradually painted in soft hues of morning light. Shortly after sunrise, Korra arrived. Dark circles shadowed her usually vibrant eyes, now dulled by fatigue and worry. She caught Noatak's gaze, offering a silent, barely mouthed “Thank you” before moving to Pema's side, embraced the distraught mother shortly then murmured something to Tenzin. Finally, she stood beside Jinora's bed, her gaze fixed on the young airbender's oddly peaceful face.

"Jinny, wake up," she whispered, pressing a trembling hand to the girl’s cheek. "Wake up, your parents are so worried, I am so worried. You're my little sister, you're my," she let out a wet chuckle, "granddaughter.  Please, wake up…"

Suddenly, something shifted. The girl's heartbeat quickened ever so slightly. It was the smallest of changes, but Noatak was fully attuned to her life signs and felt it immediately.

"Korra…" he said slowly, straightening up from his pose. "Keep talking to her."

Korra's head snapped up to him, hope filling her eyes. "Is it... is it working?"

"She's listening."

With a gasping sob, Pema and Tenzin rushed back to their daughter’s side. "Jinora, baby, please wake up! We're here, we're waiting for you, we love you, Oh! How much we love you…"

"Jinora, it will be okay, you will be okay, Mama and Papa are waiting for you, we love you so much… her eyes are fluttering! Look Pema, I think her eyes are fluttering! Come on, baby…"

Long minutes passed, filled with whispered encouragements and gentle caresses. Then, suddenly, a collective gasp rippled through those gathered around the bed.

"Mom…?" came Jinora's hoarse whisper, barely audible. "Dad?"

With a cry of pure joy, Pema enveloped her daughter in a gentle embrace, tears streaming down her face. Tenzin joined them, his broad shoulders shaking with silent sobs. Korra rushed from the room, her voice echoing down the hallway. "Katara! She's awake! Jinny’s awake!"

"How do you feel, sweetheart?" Tenzin asked, his voice thick with emotion as he stroked his daughter's hair.

Jinora's voice trembled. "Everything's... fuzzy. My head..."

"Gran-gran is coming," her father reassured her, his voice soft and soothing. "She'll take good care of you, just like always."

Moments later, Katara burst into the room, and rushed to her granddaughter's side, her hands already glowing with healing water. "Thank the Spirits," she mumbled, her eyes sweeping over Jinora's form. "You seem to be doing well, but I need to ask you a few questions. They might seem a bit odd, but it's to ensure you're completely fine."

"Okay…" the girl said weakly, wincing as she raised a hand to touch the bandages. "Gran-gran, my head really hurts."

"That's to be expected, dear one," Katara said soothingly, her hands moving to unwrap the bandages with gentle care. "I'll start another healing session right away to ease your pain. In the meantime, can you tell me the names and ages of all your siblings?"

Jinora showed no signs of memory loss to everyone’s great relief. However, due to her severe pain, Katara decided on an induced healing coma.

Korra mentioned she needed to return to tend to other patients, but before leaving, she gently squeezed Jinora's hand, promising to visit again as soon as she could. As she headed toward the door, she cast a meaningful glance at Noatak, signaling for him to follow.

The moment they stepped out of the small room and into the bustling infirmary, Korra suddenly pulled Noatak into a tight embrace.

"Korra…" he protested faintly. "What are you…?"

"You saved her," she murmured into his chest, her voice muffled but fervent. "Without you, she might never have made it."

Noatak hesitated for a moment before gently stroking her hair, his eyes fluttering closed as he allowed himself to savor the feeling of her.

"I told you something like this could happen, remember?" she continued in a whisper. "Back in the Earth Kingdom, I knew that your abilities could be used for something like this, something good."

Noatak's eyes flew open, a look of awe crossing his face as the memory surfaced. She was right – Korra had indeed foreseen this potential use for his bending.

Eventually, her grip loosened, and she stepped back, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears as she looked up at him. "Will you help us heal the others?" she asked hopefully.

"Of course, Korra," he replied softly, gently brushing a stray lock of hair from her face. His fingers lingered on her cheek for a moment as he resisted the overwhelming urge to draw her closer for a long, comforting kiss. "Show me what to do."

They made their way through the infirmary, which had transformed once more in those few hours. The newly added earth-built section now housed the less severely wounded, while the more complex cases were treated in the inner wards. Korra introduced him to the head healer, who had asked Noatak to focus on the patients with more straightforward injuries, due to his lack of experience. The woman patiently explained the process of healing burns, bandaging wounds, and applying healing salves. The work wasn't overly complicated, and before long, Noatak found himself working independently alongside the other healers.

As he immersed himself in the healing work, tending to patient after patient, Noatak couldn't help but muse, once again, on the drastic changes in his life, and how he had transformed from everything he once was.

Throughout his life, he had poured immense effort into honing his abilities, all with the singular goal of becoming a weapon of destruction. Initially, it was driven by his father's twisted ambitions, but he later embraced that path as his own.

Now, however, here he was, using that same deadly power to mend and heal, to piece back together what had been torn apart.

Long hours had passed, and before he knew it, the head healer placed a gentle hand on his shoulder, urging him to rest for the day. A fresh group of healers, ready and full of energy, had arrived to take over.

The moment he stepped outside the building, Noatak was taken aback to see that the sun had nearly set. Almost a full day had passed since the attack, but the air hung heavy with the remains of it. He knew he needed to leave, but not without seeing Korra first. Thankfully, he spotted her leaving the infirmary, also relieved from duty. Their eyes met across the courtyard, and she approached him directly.

"You're heading back to the city, aren’t you?" she asked gloomily.

Noatak nodded. He was finally feeling the weight of exhaustion settling over him, and knew he wasn’t in any shape to take on more responsibilities in this state.

She suddenly stepped forward and hugged him once more, not caring about who might witness this display of affection. "Don't make me wait long, okay?" she whispered, her voice quivering. "I need you."

He hugged her back close and couldn’t resist placing a gentle kiss on her hair. "I won't."

For several precious seconds, he was absorbed in this moment with Korra, too tired and distracted to analyze his surroundings the way he usually would. He realized this mistake when it was too late, and pulled away a little abruptly. Korra looked at him in puzzlement, then turned to follow his gaze, a small gasp escaping her lips.

Pema and Tenzin were heading towards them. They have, no doubt, witnessed the intimate moment between the Avatar and her former nemesis.

Upon reaching them, the airbender's wife, her eyes still red and swollen, faced Noatak.

"You saved my daughter's life," she said shakily. "We had prepared ourselves for the worst, but you... you brought her back to us."

Then, in a gesture that left Noatak utterly stunned, Pema stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him as well.

"Thank you," she whispered, her voice thick with gratitude. "Thank you so much."

"I - " he said weakly, finding himself at a loss for words as he awkwardly patted her back. He caught Korra's eyes, who looked every bit as stunned as he felt.

As Pema released him, Tenzin stepped forward, extending a hand. "I may have judged you too harshly,” he admitted, his tone sincere. “Contrary to the airbending philosophy of open-mindedness, I didn't quite believe Korra when she insisted you had changed. I owe you an apology and my deepest gratitude for bringing our daughter back to us. Our family is whole, thanks to you."

Noatak took his hand, once again speechless. For a man so accustomed to addressing thousands with confidence and ease, he found words eluding him. Standing before these parents, who he thought would always see him as the enemy, he was overwhelmed by the level of acceptance and gratitude.

"You look absolutely spent, the two of you," said Pema, although she and her husband looked every bit exhausted themselves. "We have no available rooms at the moment, but Korra, you could put another mattress in your room for Noatak, you know where to find them. That is, of course, if you two don’t mind sharing the space. And Noatak, feel welcome to use the showers as well."

"Yes, that's fine by me," Korra replied at once, perhaps too eagerly. "We've had to share rooms from time to time on our journey. And Noatak was going to go back to the city, but I don't think that's smart. Who knows what's going on there right now?"

"You're right," Pema agreed, a hint of concern in her voice.

Noatak doubted that Korra's attempt to downplay the suggestion was convincing, and was convinced she was exaggerating the danger he could face in the city, but chose to remain silent. Truth be told, he wanted nothing more than to be near her at this moment and had even considered returning to the island later that night. He was grateful for this unexpected turn of events.

"Before we leave," Noatak suddenly recalled, addressing the airbender. "I've caught one of the assailants. He's on the eastern slopes of the refugee camp, trapped in earth by Korra. He should be properly detained before he has any chance to escape."

"Of course," Tenzin replied, his expression hardening. "I'll alert the White Lotus to handle it."

They parted ways with Pema and Tenzin and made their way back to the dormitories and eventually to Korra's room.

"First time you're using that door, huh?" Korra mumbled as they entered. "Well, I don’t know about you, I'm too exhausted to even think about shower." She carelessly kicked off her boots and collapsed onto the white bed sheets, her formerly blue outfit now almost blackened with soot and grime, leaving behind grey smudges on the fabric.

Korra watched him from the bed, her eyes heavy-lidded with fatigue. "Join me," she whispered.

Moving slowly, Noatak reached for the window shutters and closed them, blocking out the last rays of the setting sun and casting the room into semi-darkness. He then sat on the edge of the mattress and began removing his boots, lingering for a bit once he was done. But Korra impatiently reached out towards him, and he relented, finally lying down by her side, still fully dressed and every bit as grimy as she was. She immediately snuggled closer, and he enveloped her securely in his arms.

For some time, they lay in silence. By the rhythm of her breathing, he knew she hadn’t succumbed to sleep yet. There were too many thoughts to process, too many things that would never be the same after all that had happened, but Noatak couldn’t bring himself to do so yet, so he tried to focus on her, just her, and the feel of her in his arms.

A faint whimper broke the silence, so soft that Noatak almost thought he imagined it. But then it came again. He pulled back slightly to look at her, and the sight pierced his heart. Korra - his strong, resilient Korra - looked utterly broken. Tears streamed down her face, carving silvery paths through the layer of ash, her eyes squeezed shut, her features contorted in raw pain.

He knew this breakdown might come eventually, once the adrenaline fell and she let thoughts invade her mind, once memories of this long and terrible night resurfaced. And he knew one more thing – if she ever discovered the true reason behind this attack, she would be utterly devastated.

She must never know, he vowed silently.

Gently, he cradled her, his hand soothingly rubbing circles on her back as he pressed soft kisses to her hair. She clung to him, no longer holding back her sobs, allowing them to flow freely along with the tears that were dampening his shirt.

At that moment, Noatak was overwhelmed by a sense of helplessness. He was desperate to take away her pain, wishing he could have shielded her from all she had endured that night, but he was powerless to do so.

There was a sting in his own eyes, and he shut them tightly.

Gradually, her cries began to fade as she gave up to her fatigue. The tears dried on her face, her features softened into a semblance of peace. Finally, she drifted into a deep sleep.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
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10. Aftermath


    
    The next morning, Korra woke up to find herself, unsurprisingly, alone in her bed. But this time, there was evidence of Noatak's presence tonight in the form of large, grey smudges on her sheets, merging with her own. She stared at them for a long moment, a dull ache settling in her chest.

How much she wished he could have stayed. How much she longed, just this once, to wake up by his side.

With a sigh, she ran a hand through her tangled hair, wincing as her scalp and skin prickled with an unbearable itch. She rose, stripped off every piece of clothing, and tossed it all directly into the trash. Then, she stepped into a long shower, scrubbing herself until she felt like her skin could breathe again.

She left the room with the heavy feeling of knowing this day was destined to be a long one.

Yet once Korra immersed herself into her tasks, she found the horrible memories and reminders of the night before only strengthened her resolve. The things she had witnessed fuelled her determination in her way and channelled a new energy into everything she did.

First thing, she went to the refugee camp and together with some few other earthbenders who nowadays lived on the island helped to construct earth-made tents to replace those burned in the fire. Afterward, she spent more hours in the infirmary, visiting Jinora, who was still pale and weak but surrounded by her family.

By afternoon, she’d arranged a meeting with the Equalists. After everything, it was crucial to speed up the training of nonbenders for the day they’d retake the city. Korra could see the same fierce determination mirrored in their eyes as they began discussing retrieving supplies from an abandoned warehouse in the city. Huilan, a freckled young man, spread a map across the table, laying out the plan with an almost harsh precision.

"The target," he said, and pointed to a specific spot on the map, "is inside an abandoned warehouse underground, near the smaller docks. There’s heavy triad activity around there, so we’ll need a solid plan to slip past them without being seen. Inside, we’ll find a good stash of Equalist gloves and bolas - plus a few other assets. There are also motorcycles and, if I’m right, even some mecha tanks. Not that we can do much with those right now,” he added.

Korra crossed her arms. “And how do you plan on getting all that back here without being noticed?”

“We’re aware of the risk,” Huilan replied. “That’s why we’re splitting up. Three will stand guard to make sure the area is clear while the others load everything onto a speedboat.”

"Speedboat? Right, because nothing screams 'stealth' like the roar of an engine," Korra chuckled. "You'd be toast before you even realize it."

His face tightened. "We don't recall asking for your strategic input, Avatar. With your track record, which I think we're all familiar with, I'm not sure we'd want it."

"So you'd rather risk your friends on a noisy plan?" Korra shot back, unfazed "How about I join –I’ll waterbend our boat to get there quietly, plus I'll provide some actual cover with fog, and extra backup if things go south?"

Huilan scoffed, "Rely on your bending? Thanks, but we'll pass on the charity."

“Oh, right,” Korra replied dryly, “because your elite team has been doing just great on its own recently, right?”

A murmured rippled between some of the others.

"I'm okay with her coming," said a black-haired girl named Keiko, breaking the tension. Korra grinned.

"Yeah, man," Shayu added. “We’re trying to build something new here. Learning to work with benders is part of that.”

"If you're going to spit on everything we've ever stood for…" hissed Huilan.

"But don’t you see? We are!" said Mina, the girl with striking green eyes. “Amon was wrong, Huilan. We can’t oppose every bender. Like I told you before, we need a path toward equality that doesn’t hurt everyone who isn’t us.”

Others in the group gave subtle nods. Huilan looked like he wanted to argue, but seemed to realize he had lost and only sighed and shook his head in disbelief.

As the meeting went on, with Korra now a key part of their plan, they got into the finer details. Korra proposed launching the mission the in two nights. It was soon enough, but gave her time to discuss the strategy with Noatak and seek his advice. Knowing his visiting schedule, she knew that tonight she wasn't not going to see him.  

Before leaving, Korra asked them about what happened with them during the attack. They told her their part of the refugee camp had been spared the fire, but they'd all been in battles, especially with earthbenders. Korra soon came to discover with some shock both Hange and Keiko were the ones who found Jinora and got her to the infirmary.

She had been so busy throughout the day that even though the memories and implications of the previous night were in everything she did, Korra managed to keep focused and hold her emotions in check. But by the end of the day, when she was about to open the door to her room, Korra felt the sudden weight of everything press onto her chest. She felt that just like the night before, everything would become too overwhelming the moment she had nothing left to occupy herself.

But as she opened the door, she caught sight of a familiar figure rising from a seat on her bed.

For the first time all day, a surge of joy ran through her, and she flung herself into his embrace without restraint, the momentum tumbling them both back onto the bed. Korra landed on top of him, seizing the moment to claim his lips, conveying just how happy and grateful she was that he was there.

It didn’t take long for the kiss to escalate in intensity, soon clothes were discarded in fervent rush, and as Korra felt herself lost in his touch, all other worries seemed to fade away.

 

"Noatak…” Korra whispered, her breath catching as she melted into his embrace, her limbs tingling and heavy. The world still felt slightly unsteady, as if she were floating. “What… what just happened?”

“I take it you enjoyed yourself?” The smugness in his own breathless voice was impossible to miss as his fingers traced the curve of her hip.

“Does this” - her hand swept weakly over her still-trembling form - “look like anything but ‘enjoyed’ to you?” She nestled closer, feeling the warmth of his body steadying her. “And here I thought you wouldn’t even show up…”

He chuckled lightly.  "Are you not aware of what day it is?"

“Mmm…” She pressed her cheek against his chest, his heartbeat a steady rhythm under her ear, too distracting for coherent thought. “Should I?”

"Tonight is the full moon," he murmured against her temple, his breath stirring her hair. "One month since..."

“Wait - tonight?” Korra suddenly pushed herself up, her gaze snapping to the window. The full moon hung low and bright, casting a silvery light that spilled through, bathing their damp forms in a pearlish glow. “Only a month? It feels…” She shook her head. “…unreal.”

His hands found her waist again, pulling her back down against him. “It does.”

Only a month ago, she and Noatak intertwined their fates by deciding to give in to their emotions and let them guide their path. It certainly called for some sort of celebration, something that Noatak had already put an action into.

"And here I thought you just wanted to distract me, after all that's happened..." she mumbled into his shoulder.

"Mmm… maybe it's a bit of both," he murmured. Then, after a pause added, "I have something else for you."

The warmth of his body left her as he rose from the bed, crossing the room and reaching her desk. She watched in silence, her mind still pleasantly hazy, focusing only on the way the moonlight so delightfully accentuated every well-defined line on his naked form, before he returned to her side, placing a metal box before her. "It's not much, but I thought you might appreciate it," he added humbly.

The moment she opened it, a familiar scent hit her nose. Even in the dim light, she knew exactly what it was.

"Turtle-seal jerky!?"

Korra immediately popped one into her mouth and hummed in pleasure, her eyes fluttering close as she savored the taste. Before she even swallowed the first, her hand was already reaching for another. They were so fricking good, Water Tribe in style. Southern Water Tribe.

"How did you even get these?" she asked in wonder, then pulled him into a long, grateful kiss that was probably full of smoky flavor.

"Have one," she offered generously as they parted, already reaching for the box.

"No need," he tried to decline. “They’re meant for y -”

She didn’t wait for him to finish, taking advantage of his open mouth to slip the jerky between his lips. He blinked, momentarily startled, but before he could react, Korra leaned in, claiming the remaining portion hanging from his mouth in a playful kiss. His surprise quickly turned into a laugh - a sharp, unguarded bark that forced him to cover his mouth to keep from spitting out the jerky.

After the playful exchange and between bites of jerky, she began telling him about her day and the warehouse raid she'd planned with the Equalists. Noatak, listening attentively, approved of her idea of employing fog to their advantage, and added it would be especially needed since the moon will still be full and could reveal them.

With his analytical skills, he continued reviewing the plan from multiple angles, offering insightful advice and suggesting crucial adjustments that would improve their odds of success.

By the time sleep began to pull at her consciousness, Korra realized that she had indeed avoided the unpleasant thoughts that she had feared so much, thanks to him. She was relieved, on one hand. But still, the fact that she didn’t, instead spending such nice quality time with Noatak and now lying blissful and protected in his arms, made her feel somewhat… guilty.

 

Two days after, the eight of them, the Equalists and Korra, sat together to make last minute preparations and updates to their plan before they left. They boarded on a speedboat, and under the fog that Korra created and with the power of her waterbending, made their stealthy way towards the warehouse.

Korra was the only one to remain outside and stand guard, watching over the Equalists' efficient work as minutes later, they started to emerge and load the boat with boxes. But as she watched around for threats, a sudden awareness fell over her - she felt herself being watched. Her eyes swept the area for a long minute, until they landed on a tall, shadowy figure standing on a distant dock, his dark attire making him almost invisible in the night.

A smile tugged at her lips as she shook her head. Though he hadn't mentioned coming, it was just like him to show up anyway - to watch over her and ensure her safety.

Back on the island, they worked as one to transport their cargo up the hill to a small shack within the temple grounds. The task required multiple trips this time while having to avoid the White Lotus. Once finished, they celebrated their success with hearty back-slaps and words of praise. One by one, the group dispersed, making their way back to their quarters in the refugee camp.

Korra was about to head to her room when a voice called out.

"Avatar?"

She turned to see Sung. His eyes were as gray as the stormy sea, and among the group, he was the most quiet and reserved. In fact, she wasn’t sure she’d ever heard him speak before more than a word or two.

"Not heading back with the others?" she asked.

"No," he replied quickly. "I mean... not yet. I was wondering if I could talk to you."

"Oh," Korra said, surprised. "Yeah, sure."

Sung shifted his weight, clearly nervous. "I just wanted to say... it's been great working with you. You're... you're pretty amazing," he confessed, color rising in his cheeks.

Touched by his unexpected words, Korra offered a gentle smile. "Thank you, Sung. That means a lot."

"My mother always told me stories about the Avatar," he mumbled, still not quite looking at her. "Those were the best stories. But after she was gone, the Equalists were the only home I could find, without living in the streets. They taught me to see you as the enemy, and I believed them."

He paused, finally meeting Korra's eyes. "But now... now I see that my mother was right. Working with you, seeing who you really are..." His voice trailed off.

Korra waited, sensing his struggle to find the right words.

Drawing a shaky breath, Sung pressed on. "I've never met anyone quite like you. You're brave, kind, strong and... I think – I think..." His voice grew smaller, more vulnerable. "I think I really like you."

"What?" Korra breathed.

"I – I... Maybe I…" Sung's voice cracked, and he cleared his throat, “…love you.” He finished faintly, his face flushing a deeper crimson. He looked as if he wanted the ground to swallow him whole.

Korra felt heat rise to her own cheeks as she rubbed her neck nervously, searching for the right response.

"Sung, I... I'm with someone," she said gently.

His shoulders sagged as he squeezed his eyes shut.

"Of course," he murmured. "I - I'm sorry. I just thought that… maybe… but you're – you're the Avatar. I'm nobody. I just thought – I don’t know… the girls said I have nothing to lose…"

Korra's heart sank at the sight of tears forming in his eyes.

"Hey, wait a second," she said, instinctively reaching to cup his face. Sung's eyes widened at her touch. "Listen to me, okay? You're not 'nobody'. You're one of the bravest people I know! And telling me this? That took guts. It means a lot, really."

She lowered her hands as Sung drew a trembling breath.

"And for the record," Korra added with a smile, "that guy I'm with? In some ways, he's more of a 'nobody' than you are."

She pushed aside the fleeting thought that Sung's straightforward confession - likely just a teenage crush - was something neither she nor her partner had ever even expressed to each other.

A hesitant smile flickered across Sung's face.

"Can I give you a hug?" she asked gently.

He nodded, and she pulled him into a tight embrace.

"Thank you, Avatar."

"It's Korra," she insisted.

"Oh – thank you, Korra."

 

The day after their mission, Korra headed to the shack housing their new equipment. She needed to remind the Equalists not to use it yet - she hadn't had a chance to discuss the idea with Tenzin, who'd been so preoccupied with Jinora. Though given recent circumstances, she suspected he might be more open to the idea now.

As she approached the small building, the sound of heated voices reached her. Korra froze by the door, her hand hovering over the handle.

"But Sung, this was always possible, wasn't it? You took a chance, and she let you down gently. There's no shame in that," came a sympathetic voice.

"I already told you it's okay, I'm fine. Can we please talk about something else?" said Sung desperately.

"Sure you're fine. That's why you've been moping all morning!"

"Give the man some space to process this," a male voice cut in firmly. "Though I wonder... the Avatar... was she being honest, or just sparing your feelings?"

"You really think so?" Sung's voice cracked.

"Always a master of tact, aren’t you Shayu?" Mina's voice scolded, and others laughed.

A dramatic sigh broke the fading chuckles.

"What is it, Hange?"

"Are you all blind? The Avatar obviously wasn't lying."

"And how is it that obvious to you?"

"The Avatar has someone, and it's as clear as day who that someone is," she replied smugly.

"No it's not. Who are you talking about?"

"Think for yourself," she said. "It's not that hard."

A squeal of excitement pierced the air. "The firebender! From her pro-bending team - the one who helped crash Amon's rally!"

"Ah, that guy…"

"Yeah, kinda makes sense..."

Hange let out a skeptical snort. "Hardly. When was the last time that firebender was even around?" she countered. "No, you're all way off. Do I need to spell it out?"

"Just say it already," Huilan urged impatiently.

"Fine," she said, clearly enjoying the drama. "It's that Equalist! The chi blocker who took her to our base and fought beside her! Spirits, you're all so clueless."

Several heartbeats of silence followed.

"And what makes you so sure it's him?" Lana asked skeptically.

"I have a knack for these things," Hange stated confidently. "He's probably been teaching her to fight without bending. That's why she held her own against us so well. I bet she's been meeting with him secretly for a while, since he's not here on the island."

Another stunned silence followed as everyone absorbed the words.

"What a traitor," Huilan spat.

There was a sound of slap on a back, and a grunt of pain followed. "Come on, wouldn't you reconsider your morals for a chance with her? She's out of this world, the Avatar. Even Sung fell for her."

Korra scoffed silently to herself and felt her cheeks burn. She was hoping desperately that this was just the opinion of one immature teenager.

"Shayu, that's low, even for you," uttered Lana's voice in disgust. "And leave Sung out of this. He's got a heart, unlike you."

"Besides… it's not like the Avatar's guy isn’t fine himself." Korra realized, to her frustration, it was Keiko who confessed this, a note of longing in her voice. "No wonders she'd want him, too."

"I can't believe you're all so shallow. Can't two people be drawn to each other for reasons other than their looks?"

Korra found herself caught between amusement at the ridiculous but heated gossip and embarrassment that her personal life was the topic. There was also a tinge of worry as she realized that their secret might not be as well-kept if someone suspected the truth from just one encounter with them together.

Taking a deep breath, Korra pushed the door open, unable to suppress a small smile at the varying degrees of horror that spread across the Equalists' faces.

"Morning!" she called with forced brightness. "Everyone rested well after yesterday?"

It was painfully obvious to everyone that Korra had overheard at least part of their conversation, yet the topic was silently dropped and not brought up again. Following this, the Equalists treated her with a noticeable caution and timidness for the rest of the day.
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11. Moving in

Notes for the Chapter:Reminder that I’ve made a small adjustment to canon: when Korra exposed Amon in the pro-bending arena, she didn’t shout his real name to the crowd. So it’s not common knowledge that Amon’s real name is Noatak.
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    "Jinora!"

Korra burst through the door, immediately wrapping the young airbender in a hug.

"Ouch! Korra! I can't breathe!"

"Oh! Sorry!"

Korra quickly pulled back, her eyes swept over Jinora. Despite the layers of bandages on her head, the liveliness in Jinora’s eyes was a reassuring new developement.

"You look so much better!"

"Thanks, I also feel much better," Jinora replied, her voice light. "Want to play pai-sho? I'm bored out of my skull." She nodded towards a pai sho game on her bedside table.

Korra raised an eyebrow, smirking knowingly. “How could you possibly be bored already? Don’t tell me you’ve finished all the books you begged me to carry here.”

"Uh… yes, I did," said the young airbender, glancing at a chair stacked with books.

"Can't say I'm surprised," Korra chuckled. She spread the board across the bed and began setting up the pieces. “All right, let’s see what you’ve got.”

Jinora grinned, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “You’re going down, Avatar.”

They played for some time. At first, Korra thought she’d go easy on the recovering airbender, but it quickly became apparent that Jinora didn’t need any help. In fact, Korra found herself scrambling to avoid an embarrassing defeat. Just as their match reached its most intense moment with Korra calculating her next move while a bead of sweat forming on her brow, she was saved when the door creaked open, and the rest of the airbending family appeared.

Tenzin entered first, carefully balancing a massive pot of curry that filled the room with delicious smell of ginger, garlic, and fragnant spices. Pema followed gracefully, carrying both a bowl of steamed rice and little Rohan, who dozed peacefully in his sling. Ikki and Meelo burst in behind their parents, arms full of plates and utensils, which they hastily abandoned to throw themselves at their sister and Korra.

"Careful with your sister," Pema called out.

Korra grinned as she gently pried Ikki and Meelo off Jinora. “All right, you two. Give her some breathing room.”

Together, they arranged the table and Korra helped Jinora to her cushioned seat. The meal unfolded with the usual cheerful chaos of the airbending family. But as the plates emptied and the lively chatter continued, she felt the weight of her duties pressing against her. There was so much to be done, and time wasn’t on her side. She stood, gathering a stack of dishes. “I’ll take these to the kitchen.”

Tenzin rose as well. “I’ll join you. I have a few things to tend to as well.”

They walked through the temple grounds for some time in uncharacteristic silence. Korra studied her mentor's face, noticing the tension around his eyes.

"Tenzin, are you okay?" she asked tentatively.

“Hm? What, Korra? Oh.” He shook his head slightly, as if pulling himself out of deep thought. “Yes. I am. Jinora’s recovery is everything I could hope for.”

"But?" Korra pressed gently.

The airbender's shoulders sagged with a sigh.  “Well, alright. You’re the Avatar and heavily involved in this situation, so you should know.” He paused, gathering his thoughts. “There was another attack attempt last night. Smaller scale, fortunately. The White Lotus managed to drive them off.”

“They’re still targeting the refugees?” Korra’s voice rose with frustration. “Even after they’ve left the city? What’s the point?”

"I wish I knew." Tenzin pinched the bridge of his nose. "We were fortunate this time, but I'm running out of ideas to strengthen our defenses. These people trusted me with their safety, Korra. After last week's incident..." His voice cracked slightly. "We cannot allow anything like that to happen again."

Korra stopped abruptly. Her mind raced as she turned to face him. “What if we involved the refugees themselves in security?” she suggested, her eyes locked on his. “They could help patrol, keep watch. They don’t need bending abilities for that.”

Tenzin’s eyebrows rose in surprise, then furrowed in thought. “That… might actually be a good idea, Korra,” he admitted, a note of surprise in his voice. “But it does come with risk."

"It's for protecting their families," Korra said firmly. “I’m sure those who are capable would want to help. But they need better training than what they’re getting now, Tenzin. They need to be able to protect themselves. We need to equip them to handle all kinds of situations.”

"Equip them?" Tenzin asked.

“Remember Asami during the last war? That glove of hers changed the game. I’m saying we should teach them how to use tools like that - for self-defense. It could make all the difference.”

Tenzin studied her for a long moment, then nodded slowly. “You’re right," he said slowly. "You have my support. Work with the White Lotus to organize this patrol force and make sure they’re properly trained.” He paused, his eyes lingering on her. “I haven’t told you this before, Korra, but you’ve shown remarkable leadership skills and creative thinking lately. And I’m not the only one who’s noticed.”

Korra’s face lit up with a grin. “That means a lot, Tenzin. Thank you.”

Her mentor returned a brief but genuine smile that softened the lines of his face.

“Actually… " Korra hesitated, then added, "I have another idea, but you might not like it.”

"What is it?"

"Noatak."

"Noatak?" Tenzin's brows furrowed.

Korra hesitated for a moment but pushed forward. “He’s brilliant, Tenzin. We could use his expertise to improve the island’s security. And he’s got instincts for spotting threats - just look how fast he reacted during the last attack and helped us. And I know he’d want to help. He cares about the people here.”

She looked up at Tenzin with hopeful eyes. No doubt Tenzin had shown gratitude towards Noatak for saving his daughter, even allowing him to stay the night at the island after the attack, but Korra worried she might have pushed too far.

Tenzin gazed out toward the bay, stroking his beard thoughtfully. "Where is he staying now?"

"A former Equalist safe house in a sketchy neighbourhood, right at the heart of gang territory."

Tenzin frowned, his brow furrowing further. He turned back to Korra, studying her with a mix of caution and contemplation. “You believe asking him to come here is the right move?”

“I do,” Korra said firmly. “For the island and its people. And even for him.”

"Would he want that?"

Korra's heart leapt, but she tried to maintain a measured voice. "I’ll have to ask him."  

Tenzin’s gaze lingered on her for a moment longer before he gave a slow, thoughtful nod. “Very well. Inform him that we have a spare bed in one of the men's dormitory, shared with air acolytes. But I trust you’ll take full responsibility for this and every possible outcome.”

Korra’s heart swelled with relief and gratitude. “I will. Thank you, Tenzin.”

As they resumed walking, Korra's strides felt lighter. She looked forward to nightfall when she could share the news with Noatak.

He just better not ruin it with some stupid reasoning or guilt.

 

Korra paced her room anxiously. Why wasn’t he here already?

Maybe he wouldn't come tonight after all? It was getting late. Maybe she should just give up and try to catch some needed sleep…?

Korra let out a defeated sigh and turned towards her closet to grab her night clothes. Just as her fingers brushed the handle, a barely perceptible creak from the window made her spin around.

There Noatak stood, as if he had silently materialized in her room. Korra's tension dissolved into a smile that spread across her face. In two quick steps, she was in his arms, holding him close and tight as she so often would.

“I have some important news,” she murmured, tilting her face up to meet his gaze.

"Oh?" His hand found her cheek, thumb ghosting over her lower lip.

"Wanna go outside and I'll tell you?"                       

“It can’t wait?” he teased, a faint smirk tugging at his lips.

"For once, no." Korra untangled herself from his embrace. Swiftly, she jumped onto the windowsill he just came from, and dangled her legs off the window.

"Wait." His hand on her shoulder stopped her momentarily. A minute later, he said, "Okay, all clear down there. You can jump."

Some time later, the two found a secluded stretch of the beach shielded by cliffs, a secret spot accessible only by waterbending. The moon was bound to rise much later tonight which ensured that even if someone was standing on the cliffs above, they couldn’t see them.

The couple settled themselves on the cold sand, facing the vast ocean.

"What is it that you wanted to share?" Noatak asked.

"It's about something that Tenzin and I discussed today." She began telling him about the thwarted attack, Tenzin's deep concerns, and her suggestions - recruiting nonbenders as a patrolling force which could finally give their effort legitimacy, and having Noatak's help and advice along with his presence on the island. Her voice was filled with uncontained excitement as she told how Tenzin's seemed to agree to all this.

"And I know what you might say, we've talked about this before, but things are different now. I know Pema and Tenzin are starting to see you in different light. Sure, Tenzin didn’t trust you at all, and Pema downright hated you, but after what you did on the night of the attack, they're really coming around to the idea that you're truly on our side."

She looked to her side, searching his face, but his expression remained carefully neutral, gaze fixed on the sand before him.

Drawing a shaky breath, she continued. "But… more than anything, Noatak – I need you. I know how much effort you put into seeing me, but I need more. I even miss the days when it was just us, when we had all the time in the world, before we even started being together. And now, every time we meet, we're in a rush to fuck and then to plan and discuss strategy, there's barely any time for anything else. I hardly know what you've been up to this past month, and I just want more time with you, to talk about normal things, to train together, or to just wake up by your side. If you moved here, it would be so much easier..."

As her words trailed off, tears pricked at her eyes. But his silence stretched on, his gaze now lost somewhere on the distant dark sea. Why isn’t he saying anything?

"Please, Noatak…" she whispered, her voice betraying the rise of emotion she fought to contain.

Those two words, or maybe the way she said them, had an instant effect on him. He turned to her, and now his eyes were wide and unguarded with vulnerability she had so rarely seen.

Gently, he cradled her face, his thumbs brushing away the tears that clung to her lashes. Then, he leaned in, his lips meeting hers in a tender kiss.

"I need you just as much," he said, his breath warm against her mouth before he claimed it once more.

A soft laugh escaped Korra as her fingers tangled in his hair, returning the kiss with equal fervor. Unlike their usual intensity, this was unhurried, as if they had all the time in the world.

A wave of relief washed over her, her heart soared, and above all, she felt overwhelmed by the undeniable emotion she felt for this man.

 

~*~*~

 

Two weeks later

 

"Absolutely not. I mean it, Noatak. This isn't up for debate."

"Korra, you need to consider the practical implications -"

"I don't care about practical," she cut him off. "It's your name. I can't look at you and call you something else. It won't work with me. I'll mess it up, on purpose!"

Noatak sighed softly. "I'm not… enthusiastic about the prospect of lying again either. But with my constant presence here, especially around you..." He paused, choosing his words carefully. “It's for your own protection, after all. And still, it's far from enough. You can't be associated with me."

Korra whirled to face him, planting herself squarely in his path. The morning sun in this clear day cast her shadow long across the grounds.

"This goes deeper than that," she said, her voice low but intense. "I know it's probably been ages since you've gone openly by it, but your name – your real name – represents everything you've become, everything you've overcome. I'm proud of who Noatak is, and you should be too. I won't let you hide behind another identity."

Noatak's gaze drifted, settling on a group of children playing with a ball made of rags at the edge of the refugee camp, their laughter carrying across the grounds. It had only been last night that he'd moved to the island, and this was one of the many complications he had anticipated. But after Korra's heartfelt confession, he couldn't find it in himself to deny her this any longer. He couldn't deny himself either, knowing he'd revel in the chance to spend more time with her.

When his eyes found hers again, he saw not just determination, but a fierce protectiveness that startled him.

From what, exactly?

But the answer was clear. She was trying to protect him from himself.

The realization unsettled something deep within him.

"Very well," he conceded quietly. "No false name. I'll be Noatak, a former Equalist - that much is truth. But my bending must remain secret. If that becomes known, there would be almost no doubt about my true identity."

The tension melted from Korra's shoulders as they resumed walking.

"I’m really glad," she said brightly. After a several beats, she continued, "By the way, did I tell you that the nonbending patrolling team is already active? Some of your former Equalists helped assemble the group. And they've already had a success! Another small attack was foiled."

"That's some encouraging news."

Korra's smile dimmed. "It is, but one of the apprentices got hurt, struck by a fireball. Katara's taking good care of her, so she'll be fine. I was thinking of visiting her today, and also Jinora..."

Her pace slowed, voice growing tight with anger. "But why do they keep attacking? What could they possibly gain by targeting refugees? That's just… evil."

Noatak remained silent. He knew, of course, the reasons behind these attacks. His own interrogation had revealed the cruel truth – this was meant as punishment for Korra, for aligning herself with Equalists.

During one of his operations in the city, he had stumbled upon another worrisome piece of information: a propaganda leaflet blaming her association with Equalists, or rather, nonbenders, threatening escalation if she continued her support. The intention was clear: turn the city's benders against their Avatar. This knowledge hadn't reached the island yet, but he knew that soon he wouldn’t be able to shield her from this reality.

"Noatak?"

He hesitated. Was it the time to tell her?

"It's likely meant to terrorize them," he began slowly, weighting his words, "to ensure they never attempt returning to their homes. And perhaps retaliation against perceived Equalist sympathizers..."

It was the truth, but an incomplete one. He couldn't bring himself to burden her with it. Not yet.

"I should hunt them down," Korra growled, hands clenching.

"Brute force isn't the answer here, and they’re too sophisticated to handle this way," he said softly. "Your current strategy is wiser."

They found themselves at the entrance to the infirmary. Korra automatically grabbed the handle to the door and pulled it open for them.

"Korra, I have matters to attend to," Noatak said, stopping short. "We'll meet later."

“No, wait,” she said, letting the door swing shut as she turned back to him. “Come in with me. It won’t take long. Just to check on Jinora and the injured trainee.”

"I'll wait outside."

"Come on! I'm sure Jinora would like to thank – "

"No, Korra." The words came out sharper than intended, causing Korra to flinch, then stare.

In the heavy silence that followed, her eyes searched his face. "Stop living the past," she said quietly. "You're already making amends."

When he remained silent, she yanked the door open with more force than necessary. "Don't wait for me," she said, disappearing inside.

 

Life shifted in ways Noatak had never imagined possible, each day drawing him deeper into a reality that felt almost like a dream. He and Korra finally allowed themselves some of the simple joys that other couples might take for granted, but for them, were precious.

Though their relationship remained a secret, the recent events had allowed the important people in Korra's life to acknowledge and accept Noatak’s role by her side. Not every interaction needed to stay hidden anymore, as long as they kept their public interactions measured and professional.

Noatak hadn’t abandoned his old apartment; it remained a vital base for his operations in the city. But the nights he spent on the island belonged solely to Korra. In the quiet pre-dawn hours, he would carefully untangle himself from her embrace, dressing silently in the dim light of her room. Before leaving, he would pause to press a soft kiss to her slightly parted lips, lingering just long enough to see her unconscious smile before slipping away toward the acolytes' quarters.

Their separations were never long. Korra, perhaps inspired by their journey together and his early-morning habits, had become an early riser herself. Most mornings, she found him atop the same secluded cliff, far from the refugee camp and the island's main buildings. There, she would join him in his workout routine, and later nudge him to join her for a swim in the ocean, one that she loved turning into competitions that usually left them both desperate for air.

If time and energy allowed, they sparred. Noatak had even begun introducing Korra to chi-blocking techniques, fulfilling a promise he had made to her during their journey together. Her schedule limited her progress to the basics, but it was a start, and Korra’s enthusiasm always left him amused - and quietly proud.

Afterwards they parted ways, and Korra would dive into her duties while Noatak pursued his own carefully planned objectives.

The interrogation of the defeated firebender on the day of the attack had set him on an obsessive hunt for the Scarlet Widow. His nights were consumed with dangerous operations, piecing together the scope of her organization. Though he initially maintained a low profile, two violent encounters had already made his presence known to the enemy. While his real identity remained unknown, Noatak knew he was treading a dangerous line.

By day, he analyzed intelligence and planned his next steps with precision. So far, he had kept Korra away from his operations, not wanting to draw her attention from her many duties. But he had to accept that he couldn’t do everything on his own.

In a recent breakthrough, he had revealed the exact location where Chief Beifong and several of her former metalbenders were being held - deep within the city's power plant. But the required operation was far beyond his individual capabilities, and even more than what he and Korra could manage together.

Life on the island also brought other unexpected turns. With Korra's encouragement, Tenzin had begun seeking Noatak’s advice on strengthening the island’s security. A meeting was soon arranged between Tenzin, Korra, Noatak, and the head of the White Lotus sentries stationed on the island.

Noatak suggested strategic placements for the newly integrated nonbender security force and highlighted potential vulnerabilities - some of which he had exploited himself during the Equalist assault on the island, others on his secret visits to Korra. Despite the evident distrust from the White Lotus sentry about taking counsel from an Equalist, the man's pragmatism won out, and most of Noatak's suggestions were adopted.

This wasn’t an isolated incident. Undoubtedly due to Korra's influence, Noatak found himself discussing similar security matters with the airbender, as well as sharing some of his views and findings regarding the city's situation.

Eventually, Noatak requested a private meeting with Tenzin, Korra, and Katara to discuss his findings about Beifong’s captivity. In Tenzin’s study, he spread a detailed map across a heavy wooden table.

“They’re being held here,” Noatak said, tapping a spot in the western sector. “It’s a large complex, part of the city’s main power plant. Security is relatively tight, and the captives are being held underground in a shared cell.” He quickly sketched a rough outline of the layout on a separate sheet. “The only access is through this metallic passage that runs straight through the plant.” His strokes marked the hidden cell’s entrance.

As he finished detaling all information, silence settled over the room. Tenzin’s eyes widened slightly as he studied the map and sketch.

“How do you know all this?” Tenzin asked, his voice a mix of cautious admiration and wariness.

“Firsthand observations,” Noatak replied evenly, meeting his gaze. “Though I haven’t seen the cell itself.”

"And you were able to do so undetected?" Tenzin's eyebrows rose.

A ghost of a smile crossed Noatak's face. "More or less."

Tenzin nodded slowly, his eyes returning to the map and sketch, fingers absently stroking his beard. The room fell quiet again, save for the soft ticking of a clock on the wall.

"What kind of force would such a rescue require?" Katara asked.

"In addition to Korra and I, we would need our most capable chi blockers," Noatak answered. "Some advanced trainees could prove useful as well."

"Sounds good," said Korra "They'd be thrilled to have some real action."

"And the timeframe for executing such an operation?" Tenzin asked.

"Three days," Noatak answered.

Tenzin's eyebrows shot up. "Three days? To plan and execute? Would that be enough?"

"Given we already have the necessary groundwork, and everyone is adequately trained for the task, then yes."

Tenzin studied the map intently, the furrow in his brow deepening. Finally, he looked up at the former Equalist, and nodded.

"Very well," he concluded. "You have my full support." His eyes flicked to a wall clock. "Mother, I think we should be going. Pema's waiting."

"Yes, we should," Katara agreed, rising slowly from her seat.

Tenzin moved towards the door, then paused, turning back to Noatak and Korra. "If there's anything I can do to help, please let me know," he said sincerely. "Anything for Lin. See you soon."

The healing master's eyes crinkled with warmth as she smiled at the couple before following her son out.

Korra stood still, listening as their footsteps faded down the hallway, and only then closed the door. A moment later, she burst into laughter.

"What's so amusing?" Noatak asked and approached her from behind.

"Tenzin is," Korra answered, leaning back against him. She tilted her head upward, meeting his eyes with playful glint in her own cerulean gaze. "Didn't you see the way he was looking at you this whole time? He's finally realizing just how lucky we are that this time you're on our side."

Noatak let out a skeptical huff, but his lips twitched as his arms encircled her waist.

But just as he did, Korra abruptly pulled away from him, spinning to face him. "But why didn't I know about those little operations to free Lin until now? And why didn't you want to include me?" Her arms crossed, eyes narrowing with accuse.

"You're stretched thin with your duties," he countered dryly. "Joining me would have meant cutting into your sleep. You'd be worn out."

"Noatak, you're already a bad influence on my sleep," Korra chuckled, her face softening into a smirk. "At least let me come with you sometimes, I learn a lot from you, you know. And I can help."

"No doubt," Noatak agreed softly as he pulled her back against him. Their lips met in a brief kiss. "Alright," he murmured, his nose lightly brushing against hers. "You will definitely have more opportunities to join me."

 

They were locked in a fiery sparring duel. Korra and Noatak circled each other, their movements a blur of strikes and fluid evasions. Droplets of seawater mixed with sweat glistened on their exerted bodies.

Noatak's eyes never left Korra, his focus razor-sharp. He knew by now the price of even a moment's distraction, as she had become skilled at exploiting the slightest opening. Since their training began, her fighting style had evolved dramatically. The straightforward, brute-force approach of the past was replaced by a cunning unpredictability that kept him constantly alert.

And it wasn’t easy. It took every ounce of his self-control to maintain focus on her body but avoid the distraction of the way it displayed its beauty to the fullest during these moments, with the strong, toned muscles that flexed with every dexterous movement. She was a breathtaking display of power and grace, but Noatak was patient. When night falls, he'd be the one to worship every inch of her.

While immersed in their sparring, Noatak had little attention to spare for his surroundings. This usually wasn't an issue as it was far too early for most of the island's residents to be awake.

But today was different, and he realized this mistake when it was too late.

"Korra, stop," he said with a strained voice, but Korra took his words as a challenge, and with a smug grin, went for another attack.

She darted to the left, and as Noatak adjusted his stance to counter, still rattled by the new presence nearby, Korra seized the opportunity.

In a display of agility, she pivoted and dropped low, sweeping her leg toward Noatak's ankles. The well-timed move caught him off-guard, effectively clipping his legs, and he managed to rotate just in time to soften the blow but still stumbled. Before he could fully regain his footing Korra had already sprung back to her feet. She then delivered a powerful high kick straight into Noatak’s chest, which sent him sprawling backward onto the grass with a solid thud.

A moment later, he found herself staring wide-eyed up at her fist as it hovered just above his face before she drew back.

"Yes!" she shouted triumphantly, leaping and pumping her fists into the air. Her eyes sparkled as she looked down at him, her hands placed cockily on her hips. "That's two times I've knocked you down this week, pal. Either you're slipping, or I'm just getting good."

She extended a hand to help him up, but Noatak's attention shifted back to the thing that had distracted him. Someone familiar who had been silently observing their exchange for a while. Now, that person decided to approach them.

Korra followed Noatak's gaze, turning to see what had caught his attention. As Noatak rose to his feet by her side, still watching the approaching newcomer, he saw from the corner of his eyes the way Korra's face lit up with surprise and then joy.

"No way..." she breathed, before calling out, "Mako!"

  
Notes for the Chapter:
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12. Disillusion


    
    Korra sprinted toward the firebender and almost swept him off his feet with the force of her hug.

"I'm so stinky right now,” she said breathlessly, "but no way I’m not hugging you, and you have to deal with it."

Mako laughed softly, his arms wrapping around her as well. "I really couldn’t care less."

Once stepping back, they shared a lingering look, seeing each other properly for the first time in months. The red scarf was still there around Mako’s neck, but something changed about him. He looked somewhat older, more mature. A trace of stubble edged his jaw and his hair was longer and more unkempt than she remembered.

"You look great, Korra," he said, his voice tinged with awe. "It’s so good to see you like this again.”

Korra smiled, brushing damp strands of hair from her forehead. "I’ve come a long way since we last saw each other." Before she could say more a movement at the edge of her vision caught her attention. "Hold on a sec, Mako."

Turning, she saw Noatak quietly slipping his shirt back on, his face blank, though she could sense the tension beneath the surface.

"See you later?" she asked softly.

He gave a single nod, and Korra turned to Mako once again, speaking brightly, "C’mon, let’s walk. We've got a lot to catch up."

They set off along a narrow path near the cliffs. After a few moments, Mako glanced back over his shoulder, brow furrowing. "Who is he?"

"He was… well, he used to be with the Equalists," said Korra cautiously, deciding it would be unwise to blatantly lie. "But he's with us now."

"He gave me a strange look," Mako mentioned, sounding both troubled and suspicious. "Why...?"

"But it kinda makes sense that he'd recognize you," said Korra quickly, before adding more casually, "I mean, we used to fight them a lot back in the day, disrupted their rallies and all that." She waved it off and changed the subject, her tone warm. "Mako, I’m really glad you’re here. I heard you, Bolin, and Asami had to flee. Are you doing okay now?"

"Yeah, we're staying with some relatives in the Earth Kingdom now. It's the safest option we could find, though it's boring as hell. We had no choice – after Asami's father was killed I knew she couldn’t stay here for another day." He let out a soft sigh. "It all happened so fast. Everything changed in just a few days. And we really wanted to see you again before we left, but Tenzin told us you were already gone yourself."

Korra’s eyes lowered. "Yeah, I was away for almost three months," she said softly. "I was so cut off I only got the news a little over a month ago."

"Tenzin mentioned something about a spiritual journey," Mako nodded. "And recently we heard that you were back and had regained most of your bending! We were so thrilled, Korra, and I knew I had to see you as soon as I could." He offered a warm, slightly lopsided smile. "Bo and Asami wanted to come too, of course, but it wasn’t safe for Asami yet, so they stayed behind for now, and I came to see you and update them on the situation."

"I miss them," Korra murmured. "It could have been great to see everyone again."

"Yeah," Mako agreed, and his gaze wandered. They’d climbed to a higher point of the island, where most of Air Temple Island stretched out before them. "I’ve missed this place. It’s still beautiful, but it’s changed a lot."

"Yeah," said Korra. "The refugees…"

They continued walking for a while, surrounded by the tranquil sounds around them: the lapping of the waves from the shore below, the chirps of the morning birds. In the distance, the faint sounds of the refugee camp stirring to life drifted towards them.

"Anyway, I'm still waiting to hear about how you managed to get your bending back, Korra," said Mako. "What did it eventually? I remember that that healing didn’t work."

"That’s why I had to go away for so long," Korra said, nodding. "I had to travel to the spiritual origins of each element. Only by connecting with the original benders I could restore my bending."

Mako’s eyes widened, impressed. "Oh, so that’s what it took? Visiting those places fixed it?"

"Well, it was obviously a bit more complicated than that, but basically, yes…" Korra admitted, feeling once again a twinge of guilt for not being completely honest with him. It wasn't an outright lie, more like omitting parts of the truth.

"Incredible," said Mako sincerely. He paused thoughtfully, before he asked, "So are you going to help everyone else’s now? It’s possible, right?"

A lump form in her throat. This was too complicated to explain it to him right now, as it involved things Mako could not know about. "Yes, it's probably possible," she answered slowly.

"So why don’t you just try?" he asked, sounding puzzled.

Korra felt a chill that had nothing to do with the cold sea breeze drying her body. "It’s… not that simple," she managed. "Eventually, sure. But not right now."

Mako glanced at her, and his brows furrowed. "Okay…"

They continued walking in silence for another short while, only that this time, there was some uneasiness to it.

At last, Mako spoke again. "I heard you’re gathering forces to reclaim the city. It took a while for the news to reach us, but we read about your speech in the papers. That’s how we knew you were back."

"Yes," Korra affirmed. "We haven't made a move yet, but that's the plan. We want everyone -benders, nonbenders, even former Equalists, all to work together. And I'd love to have you, Bo and Asami join us. It'd be really great to have all of us side by side again."

She expected at least some sign of agreement. Instead, Mako’s silence stretched on. When she glanced at him, she noticed how tense he looked, his brows drawn low.

"Korra," he said at last, choosing his words carefully, "it seems like you’re… really involved with Equalists now. Yesterday, I saw people here training with Equalist gear. And now you’re sparring with one of them. I remember your old fighting style. You were good, but not that good at pure hand-to-hand, but now it looks like you could take on Asami. When did you have the time to improve so much?"

Her heart began thudding harder against her ribs. Mako was perspective, too perspective. He could be a damned detective if he wanted to. And if she's not careful, he might uncover far too much.

"I know it might seem strange," began Korra, horrified to hear her voice squeak a little, and cleared her throat, "they were our enemies, but now we really need every help we can get. And so far, some benders haven’t been very eager to join, and I get it. They're scared of backlash. But nonbenders already have lost almost everything, so they have nothing left to lose."

Mako stopped abruptly, not meeting her eyes. When he spoke, all warmth had drained from his voice. "And you think that when this is all over," he said quietly, "these Equalists - your new allies, the same people who abused their power so horribly- should be given anything other than a cell in prison for life?”

Korra stood there, stunned, struggling to find any kind of response. Finally, she managed a shaky breath.

"Mako," she said, voice taut with emotion, "you and I… we see things differently."

"Different how, Korra!? They almost killed us!" he suddenly burst out, finally turning to look at her. "They tried to hurt my brother! But you act like that doesn’t matter at all!" He drew a ragged breath, shaking his head. "No. I’m not going to forgive them. I’m not going to work with them. You’re making a huge mistake." His shoulders rose and fell as he tried to calm himself. "I don’t know how much they’ve influenced you, but it’s too much. You got your bending back somehow, and you’re refusing to help anyone else get theirs. Is it any wonder the benders want nothing to do with you?"

Korra’s temper flared. "How dare you?" she yelled, her voice echoing through the quiet morning air. "How could you even think I’d refuse to help others? Do you even know me? I would never do that, Mako - never! It can only happen once this conflict ends, and I shouldn’t even have to explain myself! You’re supposed to be my friend. You should trust me!"

His response was colder than ice. "If you really consider me a friend," he said, "then be honest with me Korra – no lies. Who was that man I saw you with? He looked somewhat familiar, and I can't figure out why. Why was he staring at me like that? How long have you known him? And what exactly is going on between you two?"

Korra opened her mouth, desperate to say something - anything - but no sound emerged. The silence pressed down on them like a weight. Mako’s eyes narrowed, the hurt and suspicion plain on his face.

"You're silent," he spat, shaking his head in disbelief. "That means the truth is something you're that afraid I'll find out about. There's a possibility that comes to my mind, but it's too insane. And I thought him to be dead - at least, that's what everyone believed." He paused and stared off for several seconds. "And yet somehow... it all starts to make sense now..."

"Mako…" Korra whispered, voice barely there, pleading with him to stop.

"Now I see how you got your bending back but won’t help anyone else. And how you got so skilled without it. You’ve been with him this whole time. That’s why he recognized me because now I remember him too. The Pro-Bending Arena rooftop… we were the closest when he was unmasked for the fraud he was. It was still from a distance, but I tried to memorize every detail I could gather of that face, the face of a monster," he spat.

The world seemed to spin out of control, falling apart. The very thing she had dreaded, the warning she had received from Katara and Noatak himself, was becoming real. Tears filled her eyes until Mako became nothing more than a blurry dark figure.

"It's… Mako… you don't…"

"WHAT WERE YOU THINKING KORRA!?" he suddenly roared. "What the FUCKING HELL were you thinking!?"

Her legs went weak, and she sank to the ground, tears breaking through. She wanted to shout back, to defend herself, to explain everything he couldn’t understand, but no word came out.

"We fought him! He bloodbent us, threw our bodies around like rag dolls! He did so many unforgivable things! And now you befriend him?!"

A small whimper escaped her lips, and she felt so ashamed. Not for what he accused her of, but for the fact that she couldn’t put on a fight. But the truth was, she understood Mako, she knew why he'd think this way. What could she possibly say? How can she convince him in something that to her took months to accept? How could she explain in just a few sentences an emotional understanding she'd developed with an enemy? Something that was so gradually and painfully achieved?

The crushing truth sank in, and Korra realized there was no way to make him understand. Not now, and maybe not ever. If Mako - one of her closest friends - couldn’t even grant her the benefit of the doubt that there might be a plausible explanation to her actions, how could she expect anyone else to?

She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to block out the world. But she could still hear his strained breathing, sense the ground trembling as he paced before her like a caged animal. Her entire body tensed when he suddenly let out another roar of frustration, and came to an abrupt stop.

"You know what, Korra?" he heaved. "I actually see why you'd be so desperate to regain your bending, to the point of relying on him. And he's a master manipulator, much smarter than you are, and could easily take advantage of your situation, give you what you want, earn your trust, and now, he's pulling the strings. He lost everything, so you've become the means for him to claw his way back to power. And you’re simply too blind or too stupid to realize it.

"But there's one piece that's missing, and I'm almost too afraid to find out," Mako's voice was full of revulsion. "I'm scared to know just how far his manipulation went, how close he managed to get to you. Because from what I saw… I would guess that…. very much."

Her eyes flew open. All she could see were his shoes as he still towered over her. Slowly and gradually, she rubbed her face with her forearm, smearing tears and mucus across her skin, and got up to her feet, facing him again. His face was hard, like stone, but there was wetness in his eyes, too.

"What are you going to do now?" she managed to ask, her voice shaking uncontrollably. "Are you going to… spread the word?"

Mako's laugh was devoid of any joy. "And tell who, Korra? What authority is left that could handle a bloodbender like him? Besides, I still care about you. I don't want to screw your name for being linked with that villain. No, the only way to stop him is if you realize how he’s controlling you. It’s not too late. When you finally understand, we can join forces to take him down. We defeated him once, together. We can do it again."

Korra breathed a sigh, almost in relief. With this nightmare unfolding, she was so terrified that Mako will decide to expose Noatak. That was a situation that she could simply not handle. 

"Mako –" she blurted, a desperate note in her voice, "you think you understand, but you don't. There's so much you don’t know. But there's nothing I could say to change your mind."

Mako shook his head. "No, Korra," he said and there was sorrow to his voice. "I don’t believe that’s really you talking. Please, just think about what I said. You still matter to me. Goodbye."

With that, he turned and left. She watched him go, feeling emptiness open up inside her. Tears welled again, spilling hot and fast. Slowly, she sank back down, folding into herself on the grass and muffling her sobs against her arms.
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13. Secrets


    
    By the time Korra mustered the strength to pull herself together and face her day, one thought took hold in her mind: Noatak must never know about any of this. Just the idea of how he might react made her insides clench.

She could never forget how he’d been so reluctant, how he’d fought his own feelings, fearing the very thing that had just happened. He'd even warned her their connection would only bring her pain, that it would alienate her from those she cared about. But Korra had brushed his warnings aside, believing that, no matter what, following their hearts was worth it. Even now, in spite of everything, she refused to abandon that belief.

But as she made her way along the path to the main temple, her throat constricted with another crushing realization: it wasn't just her friendship with Mako that was shuttered irreparably. This would probably cost her Bolin and Asami, too.

Meaning that in just a single morning, she might have lost three of her closest friends.

 

Korra met Noatak again outside the shack that had become the Equalists' unofficial gathering place. The previous day, she’d arranged this meeting with them, planning to ask for the Equalists' help in rescuing Lin and the other metalbenders.

As she approached, she felt Noatak’s penetrating gaze studying her.

"Are you okay?"

"Yes," she replied sharper than intended. "Let's go in."

He continued searching her face, but she avoided his eyes and turned away to knock on the door. The loud chatter from within swallowed out her knocking, so she eventually pushed the door open and stepped inside.

The five young Equalists were deep in animated conversation, some clutching glasses of clear amber liquid. Keiko and Huilan, who were seated facing the entrance, spotted them first.

"Hey, Avatar!"

"To what do we owe the honor? And who's… ohhh..."

A silence fell over the room as all eyes turned to look, then openly stare - not at Korra, she noticed, but at her companion. Despite her mood, she couldn't suppress a small smile at their dramatic reactions.

"Mind if we join you?" she asked.

"Eh… sure, why not?"

“Do you even have to ask?”

Korra's smile widened; she grew fonder of this group with each encounter.

“I see some of you are missing... where are Mina and Sung?” she asked, scanning the faces.

"Still running their group sessions," Shayu answered.

"I must say, I'm surprised you remember our names, Avatar," Huilan remarked with a snicker.

"It's not that difficult, Huilan, though you clearly still can't remember mine," Korra shot back. "Haven't I told you a hundred times my name is not 'Avatar'?"

He flushed slightly but maintained his defiant expression. "Old habits die hard, I guess," he said.

Korra felt the group’s eyes drifting back to Noatak, curiosity plain on their faces. After all, it was their first time seeing him since he had fought them by her side.

"I think proper introduction is in order," Korra said, amused by the irony of presenting Amon to his own Equalists. She glanced at Noatak, who nodded and stepped forward.

"My name is Noatak," he said. "As you may already know, I'm a former Equalist, and an ally of the Avatar."

"It's Korra," Keiko corrected primly from her seat atop a crate. The others including Korra laughed.

"Korra, then," Noatak conceded with a faint smile.

“How in the world did you end up working together after the war?” Hanji asked curiously, scooting her chair to face them more directly.

Noatak and Korra exchanged a brief glance.

“It’s a long story,” Korra said, trying to sound casual. “Wouldn’t want to bore - ”

"It's not so long," Noatak interrupted. "After the revolution fell, I was imprisoned on Air Temple Island and gravely injured. Korra's waterbending master healed me, and over time we talked. We discovered our goals and views weren’t as irreconcilable as they seemed."

"Yeah, thanks to him, I learned you all aren’t that terrible," Korra added with a crooked smile.

Some chuckled, and Keiko snorted. “High praise coming from the Avatar.”

“Then why aren’t you training refugees with the rest of us?” Huilan asked, his slightly suspicious gaze directed at Noatak.

"I'm still active in the city," Noatak explained evenly. "I only relocated here following the recent assault on the refugee camp."

"What do you do in the city?"

Korra chuckled. "That's exactly why we're here. Noatak has planned a mission, and I'm in, but we need more people. Skilled people."

The others exchanged glances.

"We're listening," Hanji said. "What's the target?"

"Rescuing former metalbenders captured by the Red Monsoons, including former Chief Beifong," Noatak replied.

Instantly, the atmosphere shifted.

"Why them?" Huilan asked icily.

"Yeah, police officers?" Lana scoffed. "I think we have better things to do."

Korra felt her temper rising; she was perhaps touchier on the subject, especially after Mako's accusations. "If anyone has a problem with that," she snapped, "we can manage without your help. This mission will happen, with or without you. You’re welco-"

"Korra," Noatak said, his voice carrying just enough weight to halt Korra’s anger before he addressed the group. "I understand your reservations. In fact, I personally played a significant role in subduing Chief Beifong." Korra flinched at the reminder. "But times have changed. After this war, the police, the council, every authority in the city will look very different. We want to be there when it happens. We want our voices to be heard this time. The old methods have failed us and brought disaster upon our brothers and sisters. This is a new approach, and you’ve already proven you’re open to working with Korra. We’d welcome your support in this, too.”

Not an eye blinked as Noatak spoke, and Korra felt that maybe this time he let a bit of his old persona shine through that little speech of his. She wondered if they got a sense of familiarity from hearing that deep, calm and so charismatic voice of the leader they had once admired so deeply.

It worked. After a short debate, everyone agreed to join. By the time Noatak just finished outlining the plan, Keiko was already pressing glasses of some unfamiliar beverage into Korra and Noatak’s hands.

"Diluted cactus juice," she told them cheerfully.

Noatak politely declined, but Korra downed hers in a single shot. A tangy, sweet flavor danced on her tongue, and it was oddly familiar.

"This is good!" she said, holding out her glass for a refill, deliberately ignoring Noatak's disapproving look. "Where did you get it?"

"Let’s just say you're not the only one with secret missions in the city," Keiko winked as she poured more.

 

Hours later, some time after midnight, Korra lay in her bed, but sleep wouldn't come despite her exhaustion. Mako’s harsh accusations kept ringing in her ears.

She also knew that despite the late hour, Noatak might still join her, as he was staying on the island tonight. But for once, the idea didn’t bring her the usual, warm, fuzzy feeling - if anything, it made her uneasy.

Sure enough, minutes later the door creaked open, a faint beam of light cutting across the floor before vanishing when it closed again. Gone were the days when Noatak needed to sneak through windows. His presence at this building was long accepted, even regular, as his room was close enough that no one questioned his presence in the corridors near hers.

"Can't sleep?" he whispered in the darkness.

"Not really." Korra drew her knees up to her chest, watching his familiar silhouette approach. The mattress dipped as he settled at the edge of the bed beside her. "How was your day?"

"Full of preparations, nothing too eventful." His fingertips traced her cheekbone with familiar tenderness. "Though I must admit, I'm quite surprised by how readily the Equalists agreed to join us."

"Yeah…" Korra murmured. "They're completely with us, it's... really great."

Noatak offered a slight nod before leaning in to place a brief, gentle kiss on her lips. As they parted, his gaze remained steadily fixed on her face while his fingers toyed idly with a lock of her hair.

“And your day, Korra?” he asked softly, though something in his tone made her pulse skip.

She forced a casual shrug. "Nothing much. Same old stuff as usual – training, meetings, you know."

“Was it?” he pressed, and that subtle gravity in his voice told her he wasn’t convinced.

She swallowed. "Yeah…"

A quiet sigh escaped Noatak as his hand fell back to the mattress. "I'll admit… I'm quite worried about your firebender friend's visit this morning. Did things go... well?"

Korra’s stomach twisted. “Yeah, sure, why wouldn’t they?”

His posture tensed slightly as his gaze drifted toward the window, the faint city light outlining the sharp angles of his face. "And what did you two talk about?"

Frustration flared in her chest. "If I say everything's fine, why can't you just trust me?" she asked irritably, before adding in a low voice, "Or is this about Mako specifically? Does it bother you because I used to have a thing for him?" Perhaps redirecting the focus might deter him from digging deeper.

For a moment, she saw surprise flicker across Noatak’s features, but he recovered quickly. “No. That’s not what concerns me.”

"Well, good," she said firmly. “Because nothing happened. You can stop worrying.”

He exhaled softly. Korra wasn’t used to seeing him so uncertain, so uneasy. For a brief moment, she dared to hope he might let the matter drop.

But his piercing gaze found her again. "Korra, I thought you knew better than to lie to me."

She gasped at the accusation, heat rushing to her face. “W-what?” she mumbled. "Why would you... I'm not lying! You – d'you think because you do it all the time everyone else does?" The words tumbled out before she could stop them, and she saw them land.

For the first time since she'd gotten to know him so well, real hurt showed through his narrowing eyes.

"Our relationship is built on honesty," he stated quietly. "I won't lie, not to you."

"No, you just keep secrets," she fired back, feeling that offense might be her best defense. "There’s a lot you won't tell me. Half the time, I don’t even know where you are or what you’re doing.”

He took another deep breath, his shoulders tensing visibly. "Why would you go this far to hide what you discussed with that firebender?" His voice was low and measured, but she could hear the strain beneath it. "How come he didn't stay with you for longer? Did he...discover something? Does he suspect?"

Korra's own breaths came in increasingly shallow pants, her heart hammering against her ribs. This felt eerily similar to Mako's interrogation earlier that morning. And just like with Mako, Noatak saw straight through her weak deceptions, leaving her feeling exposed and cornered.

The difference was that Noatak was trying to be somewhat gentle about it. And also, Korra suddenly realized, she could cut short this situation much easier than the one with Mako.

"Noatak," she said, her voice tight, "I need you to leave. Now."

He blinked, clearly taken aback. “Why?”

“I just…” She forced herself to look away from his searching, bewildered eyes. “I need some time alone,” she finished, soft but unyielding.

He lingered for several moments, as if waiting for her to change her mind. But eventually, he exhaled a breath that sounded almost resigned. Without another word, he stood and walked out, shutting the door behind him.

The moment the door clicked shut, Korra collapsed back into her mattress, burying herself in the comfort of her blankets as if they could shield her from her guilt.

Noatak didn't deserve that cold treatment. Pushing him away like this achieved nothing. If he was already piecing together the truth, he might decide to do what she feared and act on his suspicions even without her confirming the details.

A part of her - the more rational - wanted to find him before he disappeared into the night, to wrap him a firm hug and apologize for her immature behavior, and then tell him the truth… while asking him to promise not to be too extreme about it.

But instead, she only pulled the blankets tighter around herself.

You're stupid, Korra. So, so stupid.  

 

The day before the mission was reserved entirely for final preparations and ensuring all gear was ready for battle. In the early hours, Noatak, Korra, the seven Equalists, and a selected group of qualified trainees met to go over every detail of the plan.

This time, Noatak naturally took the lead. He ran through objectives and contingencies with a calm assurance that inspired confidence. While he made attempts to put Korra in this spot too by asking for her insights, she couldn’t shake the feeling that his presence outshone hers. It was clear in the way that everyone was hanging on his every word, and all questions were directed to him, to the point that she couldn’t help but feel a knot of insecurity coiled in her stomach.

It was impressive, and also, pretty damn attractive, his effortless ability to magnet everyone. But still, Korra couldn’t help the sinking feeling that while she was also expected to lead, to inspire - watching him now, she wondered if she could ever do it so naturally.

By early afternoon, Noatak dismissed the meeting, insisting everyone eat and rest before the night.

Throughout the day, Korra couldn't find a single moment alone with him. She was still bothered by the way things ended yesterday and wanted to bring it up but wasn’t sure how. She couldn't even tell anymore if his distant behavior was just for the sake of appearances in front of the others.

When the meeting was done, she made it straight to him - only to find three others had already surrounded him. She stood behind them, foot tapping impatiently, as their questions seemed to stretch endlessly.

"I was thinking maybe mixing in Hung Gar techniques against the earthbenders. Maybe that could give us an edge?"

"Hung Gar can be powerful, but it relies on rooted stances. If we need to cover a quick retreat it could slow you down."

"Oh, I see. What if we also..."

And then:

"There’s talk that the triad might have recruited metalbender defectors from the police. Is there truth to that?"

"I haven't seen evidence, but we can't rule it out."

"And if so, how should we…"

Korra had had enough. She pushed herself between them and grabbed Noatak’s arm, pulling him a bit too forcefully to face her in the middle of the conversation.

“Noatak,” she said under her breath, locking eyes with him. “We need to talk. Can you meet me later?”

His expression stayed infuriatingly neutral, voice level as he answered, “No. It can wait until tomorrow.”

Her fingers tightened on his arm. "Why?"

His hand found hers, but only to gently disentangle her grip before letting it fall. "Because we need to focus on the mission. And you should rest as well."

It hurt. Oh, it really hurt that he was acting like that. Even knowing he wouldn’t without their listening audience. For one wild second, she contemplated throwing caution aside - maybe grabbing him by the collar, kissing him in front of everyone, anything to force a crack in his aloof façade.

Instead, with a muttered "Whatever..." she whirled around, fists clenched at her sides as she stalked off.

 

 

Bonus scene:

The firebender’s throat felt bone-dry after hours and hours without parching his thirst. Mako still couldn’t figure out why he hadn’t just left. He’d already confessed to Korra he couldn't make any effective move, not unless she finally saw reason. But the mere thought of leaving her alone with that… that…

Mako swallowed hard. He leaned heavily against a cracked concrete wall of an old storehouse and exhaled shakily. He was tired, off-balance, and every time he tried to close his eyes, all he saw was Korra’s bright smile - and Amon standing by her side.

“I would have expected you to leave by now.”

Mako’s jumped to his feet, heart slamming in his chest. For half a second, he doubted his own senses - until his gaze found a tall and broad figure, barely outlined in the dim light, standing a short distance away.

Without making a conscious decision, Mako’s fists burst into flame. He knew fully well what the villain could do, but for some reason he refused to feel fear.

“Are you going to face me like a real man?” he yelled. “Or can you only bloodbend, you coward?”

“I’m not here to fight at all.” The monster took another casual step forward, and that was all it took to set Mako off. He launched his flames straight at him.

Given their proximity and the sheer size of the flame, fueled by the firebender’s uncontrolled fury, escaping the inferno should have been impossible. Mako’s strained yell echoed along with the roar of the fire as he bent the inferno toward where the monster stood. And when the fire subsided with smoke obscuring the view, he readied himself unleash lightning.

A crushing force yanked his arm back, followed by sharp blows that hammered his ribs. The impact sent him crashing to his knees before his face hit the ground, scraping painfully against the rough pebbles. A grunt escaped him as pain sliced through his side, while a sickening, familiar sensation set in: his limbs were completely useless. He tried to spark another flame, but nothing happened.

“What do you want, you freak?” Mako growled through clenched teeth, eyes screwed shut against the pain radiating from his torso.

A voice, cold and distant, spoke above him. “I came to ensure you don’t make any mistake you’ll regret." The words were clipped and chilly. “I’m here to remind you- ” The voice grew closer, so close that Mako’s eyes snapped open. Amon - unmasked, revealing the face Mako had never forgotten - crouched mere inches away, his pale eyes piercing. “-that any move you may consider will only serve to harm the Avatar."

Mako’s glare locked with that gaze, caught in its merciless intensity. “You might have her now,” he hissed, fury shaking every syllable, “but Korra’s going to see you for what you are. And when she does, I swear, I’ll be there to bring your end.”

He found no emotion in those icy irises. In one fluid motion, Amon straightened to his full height, towering over the firebender’s crumpled form.

“I’m letting you leave,” he said quietly, “because I promised her I wouldn’t harm those she cares about. Don’t confuse this with weakness. If I suspect you might endanger her, I assure you, I won’t hold back.”

With that, he turned and began to walk away. Mako stared at his retreating back, hatred and despair crashing together within him. He couldn’t stop himself.

“Did you fuck her?” he roared.

Amon’s steps halted. The silence that followed tightened Mako’s throat. Slowly, the man half-turned, allowing Mako a glimpse of a faint, menacing glint in those pale eyes. When he spoke, each word was low, precise:

“In your eyes, I may always be the villain. But to her…I’m something else now.”

Mako said nothing. He could hardly breathe. In that horrible silence, Amon turned away once more, footsteps fading into the darkness.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          About that bonus scene, at first, it wasn’t part of the original chapter, but I wanted to explore the tension between Mako and Noatak, since Noatak pretty much guessed what's going on. The first version had Noatak provoking Mako much much more, and while it was fun to write, it felt too unrealistic. Noatak’s goal was to intimidate, not push Mako into irrational action, so I ended up scrapping it.

If you’re still here reading this, thank you from the bottom of my heart. It’s been ages since I started writing Reflection, and I’m still far from finishing, but knowing some are still along for the ride means so much to me. My motivation sometimes gets down, and I don't post as often, but the words of encouragement truly mean the world, and are the reason that this story is ongoing.

        




14. Captives


    
    The night’s chill had fully settled by the time a dozen figures gathered at the docks of Air Temple Island, joining the two who had been there.

"Everyone ready?" Korra called out, unable to hide the excitement in her voice. She had always loved the sense of purpose that accompanied a mission, yet this time, she knew the very goal made it all the more significant.

The seven ex-Equalists and their five hand-picked trainees nodded confidently, some responding to her energy with smiles.

As the group began loading their equipment, Korra’s gaze drifted to the edge of the pier, to where Noatak's silhouette stood framed against Republic City's glittering skyline. The sight brought a sense of unease through her, lingering as she watched him, but she kept the feeling to herself. Once the gear was secured and the group began boarding the small boat, he finally turned and joined them.

Korra positioned herself at the rear of the boat and guided it forward with smooth, fluid movements. The bay's inky surface rippled beneath them, dark and deep, changed only when they closed by the mainland and the water caught the glow of the city lights which the vessel cut through, creating ripples of gold in its wake. The rhythmic push and pull of her waterbending gradually calmed her racing thoughts.

They reached the shore after a short while and slipped into the shadows, moving swiftly and silently through the narrow alleyways, until eventually, the looming structure of the Republic City power plant came into view. Korra came to a stop, a sudden tightening in her throat – she couldn't help but think of Mako, who had once worked here tirelessly, all to provide for his younger brother.

But there was no time to dwell on the past. The group split according to plan: Lana, Shayu, Sung, and the five trainees, armed with gas grenades and electric bolas, were to create a diversion at the main battery banks, making it appear as though they were attacking the city's power supply. Meanwhile, Mina, Keiko, Huilan, and Hanji would secure the corridors leading to their true objective-the captives Korra and Noatak intended to extract.

"Good luck," Keiko murmured, flexing her fingers inside her electric glove experimentally.

"You too,” the Avatar replied in a hushed voice.

With final nods, the teams vanished into darkness, leaving Korra and Noatak alone. The distant mechanical hum of the power grid vibrated in the air as they approached the outer wall which stretched several stories above them.

"That window there," murmured Noatak, pointing upward.

The two began climbing, their dark, hooded clothing blending into the shadows of the lightless walls. Fingers clawing into small cracks between the bricks, boots scraping quietly against the rough surface as they pushed upward toward a rarely used room Noatak had identified during his preparations. They advanced steadily, and the window was nearly within reach - until  the brick beneath Korra’s right foot crumbled away.

Her stomach lurched as she lost her footing, feeling how gravity began claiming her downward, but before she could even gasp, a steady support pressed against her lower back, holding her in her place.

"I've got you," Noatak murmured.

Their eyes met, and in the close proximity, Korra recognized something different in his gaze - that quiet but undeniable pull, unspoken intensity that was forged and deepened by every step of their shared journey.

"Well, that's embarrassing," she managed, regaining her balance and composure. "But let's not pretend I couldn't airbend myself to safety."

His lips twitched slightly as he maintained his support until was convinced she found her holding. "Of course not," he said, the simple acknowledgment carrying a warmth that had been missing from their recent interactions. Korra smiled to herself, an unexpected flutter stirring in her chest as they resumed their climb.

They pulled themselves through the window and stood for a moment to catch their breath and let their eyes adjust to the deeper darkness inside.

"Everyone in position?" Korra asked in a whisper, moving closer. She was surprised by how easily the tense friction that had hovered between them earlier had been swept away, replaced once more by the synchronized cooperation of two partners who trusted each other with their lives.

"Almost," Noatak replied, head tilted slightly. His senses, she knew, extended far beyond what others could perceive. "Guard patrolling outside this door. Alone."

“I’ve got this.” Korra stepped toward the door, hand hovering over the knob. She waited, listening intently until the footsteps grew louder. Then, in one swift motion, she slipped out.

Seconds later, she returned, beckoning him to join her.

"We can't leave him in the hallway," Korra said, crouching beside the unconscious guard. "Someone will find him."

"Good thinking," Noatak approved, grasping the guard's shoulders while Korra took the feet. Together, they maneuvered the limp body into the shadows of their entry point.

"Ready?" he asked, rising to his feet.

Korra nodded with a confident smirk. "Always. After you."

For the next ten minutes, they navigated the power plant's labyrinth of corridors and metal catwalks. The constant drone of machinery created a blanket of white noise that masked their footsteps but filled the air with an unsettling vibration. As they ventured deeper, the atmosphere grew heavier, soaked in the smell of scalding metal and chemical fumes that made Korra’s nose wrinkle.

Noatak moved with confident familiarity through the facility with Korra following close behind, eyes constantly scanning their surroundings and sphere of water from her bending pouch orbited gently above her palm, ready to strike or defend at a moment's notice.

"How much further?" she whispered as they paused at an intersection.

"Two more sections, then we descend," he murmured, deciding on the right-hand passage. "The holding cells are below ground level, away from external walls."

As they continued deeper into the facility, the air grew much cooler, a sure sign they were approaching the lower levels where Lin and the other captured metalbenders were supposedly held. But then, something made Korra's heart jump-a faint, distant cry pierced through the constant mechanical sounds.

"Did you hear that?" she whispered, looking behind her back.

Noatak nodded. Another cry echoed, followed by a powerful impact against something heavy.

They exchanged a glance. "We can leave them to handle it," he said evenly.

Korra hesitated, her brows knitting together. "Are you sure? Maybe we should check on them, just in case."

“They’re quite capable of handling a situation like this,” he answered in a serious tone. "We planned for these scenarios, and in most cases, the teams are meant to remain compartmentalized."

Korra pressed her lips together and then sighed, nodding. “Yes… I guess…”

And yet, as they continued, the noises followed them - thuds, yells, and occasional bursts of sound.

“Noatak,” Korra said at once, grabbing his arm and halting his quick strides. “I don't feel good about this. They might be overwhelmed.”

He looked at her, expressionless, for several long moments.

"And you're not their commander anymore," she added quietly, holding his gaze intently. "They're here as our full partners now. As my friends."

After several more moments of contemplation, his eyes grew steely with resolution. “Come on,” he said, taking a sharp turn in the direction of the noise and they began racing towards the growing sounds.

With each corridor they passed, the sounds intensified, until they burst through a pair of double doors straight into chaos: a large open hall, most likely intended for heavy machinery, but now a battlefield. Their allies, the secure team, though still fighting, were outnumbered by a force of benders at least four times their size.

Korra and Noatak sprang into action. Streams of water erupted from Korra’s hands, freezing and thawing her opponents in swift succession while Noatak's movements blurred by her side, dropping enemies with terrifying precision.

Together, they carved a path through the startled attackers, who had not expected an assault from this direction, let alone by a waterbender. Within about a minute, over half of the benders were in condition that did not allow to keep fighting.

"Sorry guys!" Keiko shouted, ducking under a lightning blast that singed the air centimetres above her head. Her cheek was split and bleeding, dark hair matted to her face with sweat and blood as she jabbed upward, striking a pressure point that dropped her firebender instantly. "They were onto us almost right away!"

"Don't worry!" Korra called back, sweeping an earthbender off his feet with a water whip that froze him to a wall. "We've got your backs!"

The battle concluded shortly after. Their attackers lay unconscious, some encased in ice, scattered across the floor.

Korra took a long breath and glanced at their allies - still on their feet, some of them cut or scraped, but all standing tall. And of course, almost naturally, all eyes turned to Noatak, awaiting his guidance in the aftermath of this unexpected complication. Korra realized, with mixed feelings, that as naturally as Noatak had slipped back into his former commanding role with them, they had, just as well, fell into line, even if unconsciously.

“What happened?” Noatak asked in his calm, controlled tone.

“The diversion team never made it to their spot,” Huilan reported, wiping away the blood trickling down his forehead. “Looks like they had lookouts posted that we missed. We got ambushed right at the start.”

Mina stepped forward, worry written on her features. “So, what do we do now? The entire plan is compromised.”

Noatak's gaze swept over the group, quickly assessing their condition. "Unless someone is critically injured, we move forward with adjustments," he said evenly. "But the primary objective remains unchanged."

"How are we supposed to continue?" Hanji asked with a frown. "They’ll call for reinforcements. The element of surprise is gone."

“Anyone who’s wounded should receive a quick healing session from Korra. Mina, you appear uninjured - go and find the other team. Instruct them to regroup with you and secure the escape route in case more reinforcements arrive. Meanwhile Korra and I will push on to the holding cells as planned. We’ll meet at the rendezvous point with the captives in twenty minutes once we leave."

Korra watched once again with mild surprise as the Equalists accepted the plan without objection. As Mina set off, Korra took a quick pass over the other three, tending to the injuries - which, fortunately, turned out nothing more than shallow bruises and cuts.

Just before Korra and Noatak departed, she gave the three a firm glance. “Try not to get into any more trouble, alright? I’d like to come back and find you all still standing."

"Only if you promise to do the same," answered Huilan with a crooked smile.

They split up once again. Korra and Noatak retraced their route at a quick pace, and this time, Korra noticed Noatak deliberately avoiding the main corridors.

But they had barely advanced another three minutes when Noatak abruptly seized Korra's forearm, his grip firm but not painful, and pulled her into a small, shadowed space through a doorless entrance.

Only after they were inside did they realize it was a maintenance closet. The space was so tight that they stood chest to chest, Korra's back pressed against the shelves that filled the walls, both holding their breath as heavy footsteps pounded in the corridor they had just come from.

“Well…” Korra whispered with a slight grin as they heard the footsteps gradually fade. "This is cozy."

A playful glimmer flickered in Noatak’s eyes, and he reached over to adjust her fallen hood. “Wasn’t exactly part of the plan,” he murmured.

"Since when has anything between us ever was part of some plan?" Korra responded with a quiet laugh.

The light moment ended quickly as the footsteps outside returned, slower now, more deliberate, as if searching carefully. Then they heard a shout:

“I think they went in here!”

Noatak hastened to stand near the entrance, ready to strike as soon as someone appeared, but almost instantly came a harsh yell from the corridor:

"Don't go in, you idiots! Let those rats burn!"

Fire erupted through the entrance, painting the walls in furious shades of orange and red and bringing down shelves and equipment in deaphening cacophony. Korra saw Noatak stumbling backward, his arms raised to shield his face, and instinctively gathered all water from her pouch to bent it toward the flames, which reduced it, but all the water evaporated instantly upon impact with the intense heat.

As the room fell into darkness, Korra stepped toward Noatak. "Are you-"

Another blast rocked the room, flames and waves of heat reflecting off the metal walls. Noatak lunged forward, pushing Korra into the corner away from the entrance as possible, shielding her with his frame. But with the reflected heat from the metal walls, the cramped space rapidly became an oven.

"What do we do!?" Korra yelled frantically.

Trapped, with no water to bend or earth to shield them, they could only huddle together as the temperature soared to unbearable levels. Sweat dripped down her face and under her clothes at a rate she'd never experienced.

"Korra!" Noatak's strained voice cut through the roar of flames as a third blast exploded around them. "There are water pipes deep inside the wall - we need to break the water out together!"

He was nearly crushing her at this point. Korra closed her eyes, forcing herself to concentrate through panic and pain. She reached out with her bending, pushing past the suffocating heat, searching... searching...

And then she felt it - a pulse of water buried deep within the metal wall.

"I got it!" she shouted.

"NOW!"

The wall exploded as the pressurized water burst through, throwing them both across the small room. The plunge in temperature was abrupt and shocking after the unbearable heat.

A moment later another firebending blast tore through the entrance, but Korra's instincts took over. She swiftly gathered the released water into a protective shield, steam hissing as flame met liquid.

The tides turned in an instant. Armed with their native element, the two waterbenders charged through the doorway. Water whips lashed out with precision, ice daggers pinned uniforms to walls, and freezing mist disoriented their attackers. Their combined skill easily overwhelmed the enemy, and moments later four firebenders lay before them, unconscious and immobilized in ice.

It’s over, Korra thought in relief while catching her breath, her pulse still frantic from the stressful situation. Sweat trickled down her temples, and her lungs burned from the smoke she inhaled, although not long to cause real damage. She turned to Noatak, a victorious smile starting to form on her lips - then gasped.

His face was flushed an alarming red, the skin of his cheeks and nose particularly irritated. Parts of his jacket shirt had burned off in areas of direct exposure, and beneath the ruined fabric, patches of blistered skin marred his forearms, shoulders and back.

Without a word, Korra bent water into healing gloves and gently cradled Noatak's face between her hands. His expression relaxed to her touch, eyes fluttering closed, a soft exhalation escaping his lips as the cool water soothed and began healing the burns. Gradually, his skin returned to its natural color, though faint marks remained where the damage had been deepest.

She helped him out of his ruined upper garments and turned her attention to the burns on his back, shoulders and arms. It seemed his usual wear had some fireproof quality to it, so the injuries weren't nearly as severe as they could have been, or even close to what he'd endured when Tarrlok had detonated the boat months ago, but they would have been debilitating without immediate treatment.

A lump formed in Korra's throat "That was way too close," she murmured as she tended to the last of the burns on his shoulders. "Noatak, we almost didn't make it out of there. You know you could have..." She trailed off, unable to voice what they both knew he was capable of.

"I tried," he said quietly. "But I wasn't… calm enough to focus."

Startled by the admission, she nodded in understanding

Once the healing glow faded, Korra's eyes wandered to the defeated firebenders, then crouched beside the one who seemed that would fit best. She unfroze his upper body enough to remove his shirt and jacket, made of surprisingly fine fabric. The man's head rolled limply as she wrestled the garments free.

"Here," she said, tossing the clothes to Noatak. He caught them with one hand, a flicker of surprise crossing his features before he wordlessly put on the borrowed garments.

"Let's move on," he said once dressed, his voice regaining its usual calm authority. "We're not far."

Korra nodded, gathering from the abundant water that surrounded them to refill her pouch before falling into step beside him. They advanced down a dimmer side corridor, the passage narrowing as they descended deeper into the facility. The industrial hum of machinery faded behind them, replaced by an oppressive silence as the air grew colder.

Their progress came to an abrupt halt when they reached a heavy metal door, reinforced with steel bands and secured with an imposing lock. Korra tested it with a firm push, but it didn't budge even a millimeter.

"Now what?" Korra asked frustratingly. She ran her fingers over the cold metal locking mechanism, searching for weaknesses but finding none. "I don't suppose you have another secret entrance mapped out?"

Noatak shook his head. "I never managed to obtain the key to this particular door," he said matter-of-factly. "Nevertheless...

He raised his hand in a fluid motion, extracting moisture from the air itself. The water particles gathered and condensed, forming a small hovering sphere at his fingertips. With careful precision, he guided the gathered liquid into the keyhole.

Korra watched in fascination as he slowly withdrew the water, which now held the exact shape of the internal mechanism. With a look of intense concentration, Noatak began to freeze the liquid. But rather than stopping once it solidified, his brow furrowed deeper, jaw tightening as he continued to manipulate the frozen form. Seconds stretched into nearly a minute as he worked, his breathing controlled but labored, as though he was manipulating forces far greater than the tiny ice key suspended before him.

"What are you doing?" Korra whispered, genuinely entranced by the display of waterbending she'd never witnessed before.

Finally, Noatak exhaled slowly, the tension in his shoulders releasing. With careful movements, he inserted and turned the frozen creation in the lock. The heavy mechanism released with a satisfying, resonant clunk that echoed through the empty corridor.

"Highly condensed ice," he explained. "Normally when water freezes, its expansion alters its original form. But by applying intense pressure during the freezing process, the shape can be maintained."

"Noatak, that’s brilliant," Korra said with genuine admiration. "And I thought this was only possible with metalbending."

A small smile tugged his lips, and he pushed through the now unlocked door. Its weight caused hinges to groan in protest as it swung inward, revealing a chamber shrouded in near-total darkness. Only a faint light flickered at the far end, barely illuminating the outlines of what appeared to be a large room.

"Who's there?"

Korra's heart leaped in her chest, a surge of excitement and relief washing over her. That harsh, familiar voice slicing through the darkness was unmistakable.

"Lin...?" she called tentatively, stepping further into the darkness. "Is that you?"

Several gasps echoed in response, followed by the sound of rustle as unseen figures moved.

"Avatar Korra?" a male voice questioned in disbelief.

"Was that the Avatar's voice?" another whispered hoarsely.

"Well, it's about time you showed up," Lin's unmistakable voice cut through the chorus, laced with her characteristic irritation. "Now how about bending a flame so we can properly see it is you?"

"Lin... I can't firebend," Korra admitted softly.

A heavy silence fell over the chamber, broken only by the distant drip of water somewhere in the darkness. When Lin spoke again, her voice had lost its sharp edge. "So that bastard got to you too, eventually. I'm sorry to hear that, kiddo. We've had no updates while trapped in this spiritsforsaken hole."

There was a rustling sound, then the shuffle of approach through the darkness. Korra felt something long and cylindrical being pressed into her hand. Her fingers explored its surface, finding a small switch. With a soft click, a beam of light cut through the darkness.

The beam revealed a row of thick steel bars, and behind them, a cluster of haggard figures. Lin Beifong stood at the front, instead of her normally strictly organized appearance, she now stood in torn clothes and her gaunt face was framed by matted gray hair. Behind her, Korra could make out several other metalbending officers, all in similar conditions - thin, exhausted, bearing the marks of weeks of mistreatment.

"Yes, you haven't been updated," Korra said, her voice growing stronger as she approached the cell. "There's so much to tell you. But to make a long story short - Amon did take my bending. But since then, I've regained most of it. And it will take some time, but so will you, eventually. All of you."

"That's..." Lin's voice cracked with a surprising swell of emotion. "That's very good news, Korra. Thank you." She paused, taking a deep breath, before recovering her typical tone. "But before we get into any of that, would you mind getting us out of here?"

"What do you think we're here for, then?" Korra smiled, feeling a familiar warmth at Lin's unchanged directness.

Noatak approached the cell door. He produced a key from his pocket – a real one this time, one he managed to obtain in advance in one of his preparation visits here.

For a tense moment, everyone held their breath. But with a satisfying click, the lock turned, and the cell door swung open with a protesting creak of metal on metal.

One by one, eleven prisoners emerged. Some with scraggly beards, all in loose, stained clothing hanging off their frames, but above all their features made it clear they had gone through harsh conditions during their captivity.

"Pleasure to see you again, Avatar," Lin said as she emerged from the cell last, finally standing before Korra. Despite her weakened state, she still carried herself with the dignity of the former police chief she was.

"Lin... are you okay?" Korra asked, eyeing the group with concern. "Do you think you all can manage the effort to leave this place?"

"I can't believe I'm saying it, but the Equalists had luxury accommodations compared to this pit," the former police chief scowled, glancing back at the cell with undisguised hatred. "We're all in pretty rough shape - but don't worry. We'll put every bit of strength we have into getting out of here."

It was then that Noatak spoke up, while removing a cloth bag from a pocket. "We anticipated this might be the case," he said, handing the bag to Korra. " Here are some raisin-dates for an energy boost. It's crucial that you all stay as alert as possible and maintain a decent pace."

"Excellent," Lin approved, accepting one of the wrinkled fruits from Korra. She popped it into her mouth, chewing slowly while studying Noatak with some curiousity. "As much as I'd love an introduction, I think it's safe to say we're all dying to get the hell out first."

"I can imagine," Korra said. "Alright, everyone. Let's get moving."

They moved through the facility with Noatak leading and Korra guarding the rear. The metal corridors stretched endlessly before them, each intersection demanding careful scrutiny before they proceeded.

Their priority was reaching the Equalists positioned along their escape route, but as they approached the rendezvous point, her heart sank - the unmistakable sounds of fierce combat echoed through the corridors. The Equalists were clearly holding off attackers, putting themselves at risk to secure the path.

They came to a stop, and Korra hurried forward to Noatak's side. “It’s too dangerous to take them through that,” she said, glancing back at their weary group. "Think there's another way out?”

He swept his gaze over the tired faces, then nodded once. "Agreed." He pointed toward a nearby passage. "That corridor leads to an exterior wall. We're at ground level - use your earthbending to break through, then head straight for the docks. Take everyone to Air Temple Island." His eyes fixed on hers. "But Korra - watch yourself in the city."

"Okay. And what about you?"

“I’ll help the others, then join you at the docks so we can all leave,” he replied calmly, his voice practical.

"Alright," Korra agreed. Her hand moved of its own accord, briefly touching his arm - a gesture too subtle, but conveying everything they couldn't say aloud. "See you later, Noatak."

Their gazes locked for a heartbeat longer. A moment later, he turned towards the sound of battle, soon swallowed by the shadows.

Korra led the group onward to the exterior wall Noatak had indicated. Upon reaching it, she planted her feet firmly, and with a series of powerful, precise movements, she brought down a section of the wall with earth pillar from below the floor, creating an opening large enough for everyone to pass through.

Eventually, they reached the docks without incidents, and found the boat awaiting them, and Korra bent the vessel across the bay once again, towards the relative safety of Air Temple Island.  The climb from the shoreline was grueling for the ex-captives, but at last, they arrived at the infirmary where Katara had been waiting all night along with three other skilled healers. Her weathered face lit up with a mixture of relief and concern at the sight of the returned officers.

Korra lingered only long enough to ensure everyone was in capable hands. She couldn’t stay, not while the rest of the team - and Noatak - still faced danger. With a brief explanation to Katara and receiving a surprisingly heartfelt handshake from Lin, she pushed off into the dark waters for the third time that night.

As she closed to their meeting point back at the mainland docks, her heart swell in relief at the sight of several dark figures waiting at the water's edge. She accelerated, propelling the boat forward until she paused it abruptly just before the group.

"Is everyone okay? Is any of you hurt?" she called out urgently, her eyes quickly assessing their condition in the dim light. The situation had clearly worsened since she'd last seen them - some had angry red burns across exposed skin and teared down clothes, others holding themselves in awkward positions. Yet despite that, none made a move toward the boat, their stillness setting off warning bells in Korra's mind. "Why aren't you getting in?"

Huilan finally broke the heavy silence, his eyes downcast and voice thick. "Ava- Korra, we... Not everyone's here."

A leaden feeling sank through her gut as cold dread crept up her spine. "Where's Noatak?" The question came out full of fear she couldn't disguise.

Uneasy glances passed among the group before Lana stepped forward. "He stayed behind. To cover our escape."

"They started using poisonous darts," Shayu explained heavily. "Some new weapon. We were surrounded on three sides, completely overwhelmed. We barely made it out ourselves."

Korra stared at them, dumbfounded, as a chill gripped her chest until breathing became difficult. Darts?

Hanji stepped closer, meeting Korra's widening eyes with a sympathetic gaze of someone understanding far more of the situation. "Korra... Noatak really insisted we escape. He practically forced us to leave him behind."

"He pulled me aside," Mina added softly. "Asked me to tell you personally that he'll likely be captured, and he plans to use that opportunity to learn more about their plans from the inside. He said not to worry, and pleaded you don't go after him - he knows what he's facing and can find his way out. He promised to be back within 24 hours."

"Wait, he wanted to get captured?" Shayu asked in disbelief.

"What...?" Korra said weakly. How could he... How dare he even consider doing this? Accepting this fate, not even thinking how much she would worry?

But the sunken feeling was quickly replaced by furious determination. Her face hardened, and she leapt from the boat onto the dock. "I'm going back." 

"Korra, wait!" Huilan moved with surprising speed despite his apparent limping, blocking her path with outstretched arms. "The whole area is swarming with reinforcements! He knew what he was saying when he didn’t want you to go there, it’s suicide!"

"I really, really don't care - " She attempted to shove past him, only to find her path blocked by more of her allies forming a human barrier. Frustration boiled in her chest as she clenched her fists. "Let me through! I don't want to hurt you - "

A gentle hand on her shoulder halted Korra more effectively than any physical barrier. "If anyone can make it out safely, it's him," said Mina softly. "You know that better than anyone."

"Korra," Sung spoke up weakly from where he leaned against a post, clutching his arm which was twisted in an awkward angle. "I'll come with you if he's not back by tomorrow. I give you my word - I'll help you get him out."

Keiko nodded firmly and stepped forward. "Me too."

"I think all of us are in," Mina added with a small, reassuring smile. "So, Korra, what do you say? He might be on his way back as we speak. And if he's not, we'll help you get him out."

The hard knot of dread in Korra's chest loosened slightly as she looked around at her allies resolute faces. They were right - Noatak was the most skilled, resourceful person she had ever known. And even if he had been captured, his captors were probably unaware of the full extent of his abilities, thinking him to be a nonbender. He will find his way out.

The Avatar took a deep breath, forcing down the panic threatening to overwhelm her judgment. Finally, she nodded tightly. "Okay. We wait until tomorrow." Her gaze hardened as she looked each of them in the eye. "But if he's not back by then, we go in and get him out. No matter what it takes."

  
Notes for the Chapter:
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15. Revenant


    
    Consciousness returned to Noatak in waves.

First came the sharp bite of cold stone against his cheek, then the incessant ringing, high-pitched and shrill, drowning every other sound and stabbing painfully into his skull.

Instinctively, he reached out to sense his element, be it mere water, or pulsing hearts. After all, this familiar connection had always been there, as natural as breathing.

But he found that he couldn’t. 

Not chi-blocked, his mind pieced together through the haze. Something different. The connection hadn't been severed. It was just… diminished. Blurred. As intangible as smoke, drifting beyond grasp.

His limbs were lead, eyelids too heavy to lift. So he turned inward, gathering what focus he could to push back the fog that clouded his mind.

Slowly, gradually, formless watery sensations solidified into recognizable patterns of two distinct, steady heartbeats. The ringing in his ears began to subside, and through the fading static noise, voices emerged.

"...four darts, but we had to bring him down somehow.” The voice was gruff, tinged with reluctant admiration. “Tough son of a bitch. That dose could’ve put him down for good, but here he is, still breathing."

"You're sure it's him, boss?" A sharper, younger voice asked skeptically.

"Has to. Power plant, the warehouse, the underground hit - same signature every time. One man, clean strikes, no one knew what’s happening before it’s too late. Textbook chi-blocker work." The sound of spitting echoed off the walls. "Fucking Equalists. Thought we'd wiped them already. If the Madame wasn't so interested, I’d have my way with him already."

"What exactly is she planning with a vegetable anyway?"

A silence stretched for several beats.

“Hold on..." the second voice dropped to a whisper. "His breathing changed from before, did you notice too? You think he's-"

Noatak could sense their scrutiny upon him, and fought to maintain the deep, steady rhythm of unconsciousness.

"Huh," the first voice muttered. "You got better ears than me, kid. But there’s an easy way to check.”

The shift in the man's muscles, the subtle gathering of energy, all those signs clearly preceded bending. But even if he wanted to foil the attack, Noatak was still too weak to do so.  

The fire blast struck him hard, slamming him into the wall. White-hot agony lanced through his left arm as flames consumed his sleeve. A raw, involuntary cry tore through his gritted teeth.

Water crashed over him seconds later, putting off the fire. His eyes snapped open to a ceiling that tilted and swam before him as the sound of harsh laughter filled his ears.

A screech of metal drew his gaze sideways. Two silhouettes stood behind iron bars; a heavy, barrel chested man pushing the cell door wide, the other beside him shorter and lanky.

"Look who’s up," the larger man remarked with dark satisfaction, stepping forward.

"Nice job, boss," the other chuckled. “Now we know we didn't bring this for nothing."

Noatak remained still, watching through half-lidded eyes as waves of pain pulsed through his arm. So unnecessarily brutish, he thought with detached contempt. Nothing like the disciplined precision with which he had commanded his Equalists. There had been a code then, even for enemies. Violence was a tool to be wielded with control, never indulged in for its own sake.

Unlike what I became in those final moments, he reminded himself. He could never forgive himself for letting rage and desperation shatter his carefully maintained discipline. For letting himself become the very monster he'd once fought against.

The watery shock seemed to have some reversing effect, allowing him to push himself upright with deliberate, controlled movements. The younger guard approached him, inexperienced yet overconfident, a sardonic sneer curved his lips as he dropped a metal tray onto the damp stone floor before Noatak. A bowl of pale porridge fell sideways on the tray, forming a puddle around a piece of hard bread.

"Dinner's served," he announced with mock solemnity. "Best get it down while you can. You will be paid a personal visit tonight, and she won’t be happy if you’re not sharp and cooperative. Understood?"

Noatak remained quiet. Slowly, deliberately, he lifted his chin, eyes rising to meet the other’s gaze. He watched, calculating, as the man's bravado began to fracture.

He saw the sneer faltering, the subtle dilation of pupils. The quickening pulse was almost audible in his ears.

"Let's go," the younger man said abruptly, the words tumbling out too quickly. He pivoted on his heel and rejoined his companion

Metal scraped against metal as the cell door swung shut and locked. Noatak tracked their movements as they retreated through the room's door, locking it as well. Only when their footsteps had faded completely did he let his back rest against the damp wall.

A ghost of a smile touched his lips.

All this water they'd carelessly left behind... they clearly had no idea their chi-blocker prisoner was a waterbender. It was exactly what he needed.

He gathered the scattered moisture - from his soaked clothing, the puddles on the floor, even air itself - drawing it into a shimmering orb that hovered above his palm. He directed it toward the angry burn that pulsed along his arm, focusing his energy to initiate healing.

Nothing happened.

A weary sigh escaped him as he came to accept - he was still too heavily sedated. And he would need his full capabilities for what lay ahead.

His gaze fell to the scattered food, contemplating. Among other things, the conversation confirmed his captors didn’t want him dead yet. Within several minutes he consumed every morsel of the bland sustenance.

An hour later, Noatak used bloodbending on himself - accelerating his metabolism to push the sedatives from his system faster than his body could manage alone. When he called the water to him again, it responded with a faint glow, not the brilliant one he was capable of, but enough to ease the worst of the burn's damage.

Staring at the glowing water, he couldn’t help but think of one woman.


  Korra. I'll soon be by your side. Please don't worry. Don't do anything reckless. Wait just a little longer.


The situation was coming under his control. But one fear still gnawed at him - the possibility that Korra, in her concern for his safety, would put herself in harm's way.

 

An hour later, Noatak stood outside his cell, the metal door hanging open. He positioned himself in the shadows, perfectly still, waiting.

The approaching heartbeat announced the firebender's arrival before his footsteps did. Soon, the lock clicked and the outside door swung inward.

The man stepped inside - and froze.

For several suspended moments, emotions flashed across the firebender's face - first bewilderment at the empty cell with its gaping door, then dawning alarm, soon turning into horror as his gaze finally landed on Noatak emerging from the shadow. Before the firebender could raise an arm to bend or draw breath to shout, Noatak struck with series of jabs. The man crumpled soundlessly, unconscious before hitting the stone floor.

Noatak knelt beside the man and stripped off his deep crimson hooded overcoat, the rest of the clothes were far too bulky. The Triads might not wear uniforms, but they followed a clear dress code - and a visibly charred sleeve didn't blend in. 

With one final glance at his former captor, Noatak slipped out of the room into the corridor. Instantly, he realized this was not the Republic City power plant. They had relocated him to an entirely different Triad compound - one whose layout was startlingly unfamiliar. This was not the Red Monsoon base used during the height of the Revolution.

He moved through the hallways with purposeful strides, neither hurried nor hesitant, adopting the confident gait of someone who belonged. And indeed, every person he passed paid him little mind.

The compound buzzed with activity. An underground command center, teeming with potential intelligence. And to him, this was an opportunity too valuable to waste. Infiltrating the rooms was easy while checking for nearby heartbeats and occasionally breaking the locks. Over time, he managed to memorize strategic locations, future plans, weapons caches, communication systems - all will prove useful in the coming conflict.

Eventually, Noatak sensed he had stretched his luck thin, knowing the neutralized man might be awake soon, and directed his attention to finding the way out, using careful navigation through a maze of tunnels and beating hearts.

Something made him stop on his tracks. One of those heartbeats… it was familiar. More than familiar. A rhythm so deeply etched into his memory that he closed his eyes, concentrating, desperate to ensure this wasn't merely a wishful hallucination.

It wasn’t.

This was the same heartbeat he'd felt by his side through countless restless nights. The rhythm he'd learned to interpret with microscopic precision. The very same pulse that had eventually trembled with horror and agony in his own hand.

Breathing ragged, plans abandoned, Noatak pivoted and turned in the opposite direction.

 

~*~*~

 

Liu didn’t know how long he had been rotting in this sunless pit – days turning into weeks bleeding into months, all blurring together.

Not that his arrival here was particularly memorable either. Hauling him here, grabbing the physical and mental wreck he'd become ever since that day hadn't even been a challenge for his captors. He was too broken to put up any real fight.

Those smug assholes were so damn sure the betrayed lieutenant would roll over and spill every Equalist secret. But no matter what sick tactics they employed, what depraved mind games they tried, Liu kept his mouth shut. He knew, despite everything, it wasn't the traitor he'd be harming, but his victims.

Eventually, his captors came around the idea that Liu wasn't going to break, but for some reason they still kept him alive. That hardly meant they left him in peace. The physical abuse was still occasional, but they took special pleasure instead in bringing him along, forcing him to witness what became of the others. Fellow Equalists, last to keep fighting, dragged in broken and defeated. How much more did they suffer before their ultimate fate, he did not know.

And yet, even after all they'd done, Liu’s rage had only one true target.

Every night sleep eluded him, his obsessive mind wouldn't stop replaying the same reverie - getting one final look at the treacherous son of a bitch who exploited his beliefs and then discarded him like a used trash. Liu dreamed of revenge against the manipulator whose real name or face he didn't even know. Spirits, he didn't even have the small satisfaction of putting a real face to his revenge fantasies.

The irrational hope that those dreams could ever become reality were the only reason Liu could find to his continued existence.

It didn’t matter how many times his captors gloated that the traitorous leader was long dead. There were credible rumors that Councilman Tarrlok, the bastard’s brother, was the one to kill him. But Liu refused to believe that was the end for a monster like that. It seemed too merciful, too easy a way out. Though he'd never been spiritual, he found himself hoping there were darker forces at work in this world, meant to ensure true justice will be paid to those who deserved it.

And if one day, somehow, Liu broke free, he'd put every last ounce of his miserable being into that purpose.

The sad, sick joke was that even after everything, his entire worthless existence still revolved around that one manipulative bastard.

 

 

Another chilly evening, and Liu mechanically consumed the second and last meal of the day. He supposed it could be viewed as a small mercy that his jailers did not grace him with their presence today, except for delivering food.

Then again, that left him alone with his thoughts, and frankly - he wasn't sure which company was worse.

Once finished, Liu crawled up to his bed and shivered beneath the thin blanket. His ability to withstand the cold went down by months of subhuman nourishment. His teeth chattered as he folded in on himself in a pitiful attempt at trapping what little warmth he could.

That was when he heard it.

A soft sound cut through the silence. Liu, always on edge with every visit, darted his gaze to the far end of the room, beyond the bars.

Under the dim light, he could make out a figure approaching silently, the soft pad of their steps nearly silent. The stranger stopped just outside the cell.

Liu leapt off the bed, muscles taut in case this visitor decided to "play" by bending attacks his way. But the man didn’t move.

He just stood there, motionless, watching him.

Liu squinted, trying to make out the face, but the lowered hood cast shadows over everything above the mouth.

After a moment, the stranger made a subtle hand motion. A small orb of water appeared in his palm before flowing directly into the keyhole. Seconds later, it re-emerged and solidified into the exact shape of a key.

Liu took a cautious step forward, keeping a wary distance and studied the man through narrowed eyes. He was convinced the man wasn’t one of them, although dressed like them. His height was slightly shorter than Liu's, his build broader. A waterbender. Strong, rough but dexterous hands manipulated the key that hovered between them, solidifying it even more.

Liu's chest rose and fell with shallow, uneven breaths, his heart hammered violently against his ribs.

"Who are you?" The question came out as a hoarse whisper.

The man gave no answer, his focus on the icy key, until he inserted it into the hole again. The faintest cracking sounds emanated from it as it slowly turned within the lock's internal mechanisms.

"WHO ARE YOU?" Liu's voice broke into a roar.

Though the intruder's body language was outwardly impassive, Liu caught the nearly imperceptible tremor in those hands as they worked. The makeshift key suddenly shattered inside the hole, small pieces of ice falling uselessly to the floor.

And then, the hooded figure's gaze briefly met Liu's widening eyes. In the dim light overhead, two piercing pools of icy blue were momentarily visible from within the shadow of the hood.

Liu’s knees buckled. He staggered back, slamming into the wall behind him. A scream tore from his throat, raw and guttural, ripped out before he even knew he was making it.

"AMON! AMON'S HERE! AMON!"
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16. Vengeance


    
    "AMON! AMON'S HERE! AMON!"

Liu bellowed the name again and again, his voice escalating to a frantic pitch he didn’t recognize as his own. The hooded figure recoiled as if struck, then began working at the lock again with renewed urgency. The water obeyed effortlessly to his command, forming a new icy key that he inserted into the lock.

This time, the door finally swung open with a loud creak.

The man burst through the doorway, and Liu's screaming cut off abruptly as pure instinct took over. He let out a wild yell and launched himself forward in a desperate charge.

His fists swung with the fury of months of pent-up rage, but his weakened body betrayed him, and the strikes that should have been devastating were pathetic. The man caught his wrists with ease and tried to pin him without applying unnecessary force, but Liu twisted and thrashed like a wild animal. For a few chaotic seconds they grappled, Liu gasping and struggling against the other's controlled restraint.

The intruder's body suddenly went rigid, his hold on Liu's wrists tightened moments before the former lieutenant even registered the approaching footsteps from the corridor. He then instantly shoved Liu aside, spinning toward the doorway just as three gang members burst into view with flaming fists. The first blast exploded in the center of the cell, and Liu threw himself to the floor as flames scorched the air just above his head. Through his shock, Liu watched as the man easily pivoted around the blast and sped toward the cell's only exit, but the firebenders' blasts filled the narrow opening with streams of flame, forcing him to retreat deeper into the cell.

Liu's breath caught. Every movement was achingly familiar. He knew that style, had sparred with it, admired it during battles that felt like a lifetime ago.

But the cell was too small, and the firebenders were well aware of their advantage. The man tried to angle toward the exit again, but another blast drove him back, then another. He deliberately kept himself in the far corner, keeping distance from Liu's hunched position in the cell, which limited his already constrained options. The temperature was rising, the trap closing.

Liu knew what should happen next. The man had power that could end this in seconds, power he had used against his righthand so callously and cruelly the day everything fell apart. Only one gesture and these benders would become his puppets, their own bodies turned against them.

But the man just... didn't.

Instead, he avoided blast after blast, until all three firebenders were in position to strike simultaneously, leaving impossible room to escape. The combined force slammed him back against the brick wall with a sound that made Liu’s breath catch. The man slid to the floor and did not move.

In the sudden silence that was broken only by the crackles of the dying flames, the firebenders stood frozen in their stances, staring as the motionless figure revealed through the receding smoke. Finally, their leader gestured sharply with his chin.

"Check him," he barked.

The two subordinates exchanged glances before relaxing their stances and stepping through the open door, flames still flickering around their fists. One of them watched over Liu, while the other nudged the unconscious man with his boot, then delivered a harsh kick to his midsection when he didn't respond, rolling him over to expose his face.

"He's out cold, Captain Fang," the bender reported.

Fang stepped forward, squinting as he studied the man's features in the flickering light. Recognition dawned across his face. "That's the fucker from the power plant attack yesterday." He slowly turned to face his men, eyes flashing dangerously. "Are you telling me,” he growled, his voice rising with every syllable, “that he escaped his cell?!"

The benders visibly paled under his superior's glare. One of them swallowed hard before responding with a trembling, pleading voice. "Sir… Gui was the one in charge of him this evening."

Fang’s jaw muscles twitched as he ground his teeth. "I'll deal with him later." He whirled on Liu, who was still crumpled on the floor. "You! What kind of game are you playing, claiming this is Amon?"

Liu slowly rose to a seat, meeting the captain's furious glare, the movement demanding more effort than it should have. His voice came out rough. "That's him." He had to pause to take a deep breath before continuing. "That's Amon."

Fang threw back his head with a bark of mocking laughter. "How can you tell? You only knew a mask."

"I knew him," Liu said with adamant rasp.

"Well I'll be damned," Fang sneered, glancing back at the man. "Hard to believe this is the bastard who had half the city trembling." His sneer deepened as he turned back to Liu. "And he was about to set your ungrateful ass free. So why foil your own escape?"

Liu’s hands clenched involuntarily against the cold stone floor, and for a single moment, doubt flickered across his features. He had to swallow twice before he could speak. "Because,” he ground out through gritted teeth, “I want that traitor to suffer. No matter what happens to me."

"Still sour about learning your precious savior was lying to you fools all along?" Fang chuckled darkly. "And you expect us to believe you about who this is? After how he played you all?"

Liu stared at the floor for a long moment, his breathing uneven. When he looked up again, the hollow, pale eyes still held unwavering certainty. "I could have been free now." The words came out flat and quiet. "You said it."

The firebender narrowed his eyes, studying Liu's determined expression.

"Zhao!" he suddenly bellowed.

"Sir!"

"I'm heading down to bring the Madame here. You're in charge for now. Keep an eye on them."

At the mention of the Madame, Liu's head jerked up slightly.

Zhao's voice stumbled slightly. "Th...the Madame herself, sir? Now?"

"You heard me! Amon or not Amon… she must be aware of this situation. Don't do anything to the prisoners yet."

In the minutes that followed, Liu remained hunched on the cold stone floor, ignoring the other two occupying his cell who had settled into a hushed conversation. His trembling hand rose to his face, fingers scratching nervously at the unkempt beard that had replaced the carefully groomed mustache he'd once worn. His gaze remained stubbornly fixed on the stone between his knees.

For years, he never had a chance for so much as a glimpse of that face. Now that revelation lay just a few meters away. All he had to do was turn his head and he could study the features he'd been denied. But something in his chest had gone cold and tight, making even that simple movement feel impossible.

Why couldn't he just look?

Liu told himself it was because the moment felt anticlimactic. He'd imagined being the one to deliver justice personally. Instead, he had delivered Amon on a silver platter to those sadistic maniacs who held enough grudge against him, as the traitorous leader took the bending of so many of them.

Did it make him feel good? Was there any satisfaction in this?

No.

Liu just felt numb.

Maybe when they started making the traitor pay, then the dark satisfaction he craved would finally come. Maybe witnessing Amon truly suffer, if his captors allow him, would fill the hollow place that months of self-torment had carved from his soul.

A sound echoed from the corridor - not just the heavy rhythm of boots this time, but also something sharper, more deliberate. The murmuring guards fell silent immediately, and Liu felt the atmosphere in the cell shift, becoming heavier and oppressive.

Captain Fang returned, but he was no longer alone. Beside him walked someone Liu had seen only once before - during that time when the predator used to be the prey, when the Equalist movement had brought down this woman and most of her organization, in one of their greatest victories against the triads.

The Scarlet Widow was tall and slender, her dark hair streaked with silver and partially bound in a severe style that emphasized the sharp structure of her face. The tailored dress she wore was deep red, its high collar framing the elegant column of her pale throat.

But it was her eyes that made Liu's breath catch - navy blue, holding sharp intelligence that felt predatory in its intensity.

She stepped forward and through the cell door with casual confidence. For a long moment, the Scarlet Widow studied the motionless figure on the floor, and Liu watched with growing unease as her expression shifted. Her crimson lips curved into a smile that was too controlled, too satisfied, like someone savoring a long-anticipated meal.

"This is him, isn't it?" she purred, and her voice carried the same quality as her smile - silk wrapped around something sharp. Her tone held no doubt, no uncertainty, unlike her subordinates had shown. She knew exactly who lay unconscious on the cell floor, and Liu found himself wondering how.

The firebender captain shifted uneasily beside her. "You think this could really be him, Madame?"

The woman offered no response, absolutely fascinated by her trophy. Eventually, she turned sharply on her heel and approached Liu until she towered over him.

"You've suffered so much because of his lies," she said, her voice dripping with false sympathy. "All those years of believing in something that was never real. All that loyalty, wasted on someone who saw you as nothing more than a useful tool. But now you have the power to ensure he pays for every moment of pain he caused you. Isn't that a worthy goal?"

Liu's jaw clenched, his teeth grinding together. He said nothing, recognizing her words for the manipulation they were, meant to ensure his cooperation. But that woman knew nothing of the traitor's deepest betrayal. The memory alone made Liu shudder, phantom sensations of bloodbending crawling across his skin.

The Scarlet Widow suddenly crouched to his level, bringing her face close enough that her hot breath fanned across his neck. "I need your help," she whispered, her tone shifting to something almost intimate. "You know him better than anyone else alive. What will happen once he wakes up? What is he… truly capable of?"

Liu's eyes clenched shut momentarily. What she was asking exceeded anything he thought himself prepared for - to cooperate at this level with his captors, the very people who had tortured him, who had forced him to watch his fellow Equalists tortured and broken. The thought should have revolted him.

But something else twisted in his gut. He recognized she held no desire for equal justice. She had lost her bending to Amon, but the vengeance burning in those dark eyes promised something far crueller.

Did it matter if justice came from merciless hands, as long as it came? Did it matter if it meant Amon could never harm another innocent?

"Bloodbending," he rasped, his mouth suddenly dry with the weight of his choice. "At all times. Doesn't need to move to bloodbend."

"Madame, he didn’t even bloodbend once when we fought him, he - "

One slender hand rose in a sharp, cutting motion, and her subordinate's words withered in his throat.

"And?" she prompted Liu to continue.

"He escaped his cell with waterbending, used it to pick the locks. I never knew waterbenders can do that, so he's probably a master in that," he added bitterly. "He's a chi-blocking expert of the highest form, and highly trained in other martial arts. Do you need specifics?"

"No, that will do," she said. "My next question is, how do we make sure he can't use any of those?"

Liu opened his mouth, and for a moment, his voice caught in his throat.

"Ch-chi blocking," he answered hoarsely. "He needs to be chi-blocked and cuffed... at all times."

Fang let out a derisive snicker. "What a stupid idea! Who's going to chi block him every half an hour? How's that even possible?"

But Liu's attention remained locked on the woman. "His bending can be blocked for much longer. There's a chi blocking technique that can keep him powerless for twelve hours, maybe more."

"Oh?" Her eyebrows rose with genuine interest. "And why didn't I hear about this before now? My people faced yours on the battlefield more than once."

Liu shook his head. "It’s useless in battle. The technique needs perfect precision and direct skin contact," he answered dryly. "Now it's possible when he's... fully under control."

Another smile spread across her crimson-painted lips. "Excellent,” she murmured. Liu knew his cooperation had given her exactly what she needed: the knowledge to neutralize the most dangerous man in Republic City, and a willing accomplice who understood her target.

She rose fluidly and turned to her subordinates, nodding toward the unconscious man. "Lift him."

The two firebenders crouched beside the fallen form. Each grasped an arm, and together they hoisted him upright, his body sagging against their grip.

Liu rose on unsteady feet. As he stumbled toward the scene, he found himself still avoiding direct eye contact with the face he'd have to confront.

"I...I need direct access to his body," he croaked, his gaze fixed on the man's boots.

The two worked for a minute to strip the man down to the bare minimum.

With nothing left to delay him, Liu took another hesitant step forward. The loud thudding of his heartbeat filled his ears as he finally lifted his gaze, forcing himself to look at the man he had once believed held all the answers.

The face that met him was unbelievably ordinary.

His head lolled forward, short dark brown locks clinging to a damp face - a face that was completely, devastatingly unblemished. The features were sharply defined - high cheekbones, a broad jaw - with deep lines shadowing the skin beneath his eyes, not the marks of age but of long, sleepless nights. Liu found himself wondering if the same lines etched his face under the mask, as the traitorous leader barely slept, especially toward the end of their revolution.

Even unconscious, there remained something imposing about him, yet Liu found himself staring at someone who looked at least a decade younger than he had imagined. Someone whose face made a mockery of every story Liu had believed.


  This isn't right.


Despite knowing that the scars were never there, he looked nothing, nothing like Liu had imagined. In those months of obsession, he pictured something much harder, much crueller.

The body aligned more with Liu's expectations: strong, sinewy muscles perfect for the agile fighting style he was familiar with. A large, fresh burn marred most of his left arm, twisted back harshly by the gang member holding him. The sight should have brought satisfaction. Instead, Liu found himself noticing how painful it looked.

"Well? What are you waiting for?" barked Fang.

Liu's jaw clenched with resolution. He pressed his palm against the man's chest, feeling the steady heartbeat beneath his fingers, and signaled for the firebenders to straighten the limp form.

Then, he began the complicated sequence he had learned as part of the most advance Equalist training, taught by the very man he was now rendering helpless. His fingers found the first pressure point, a small depression precisely located below the left collarbone, barely wider than a fingertip. The technique demanded extreme precision, and a miss by even a few millimeters meant the entire sequence would fail.

The former lieutenant worked quickly and systematically across the torso, his hands finding nerve clusters most people didn't know existed. Each of his strikes was perfectly timed and with exact pressure.

The final strike was swift and decisive.

At that moment, a faint sigh escaped the unconscious man's lips, and Liu knew it had worked. The man was no longer a threat, reduced to the state he claimed to be all along.

"It's done," Liu said gruffly, taking a step back.

The Scarlet Widow stepped forward and placed a hand on Liu's shoulder in an unexpected gesture of gratitude. But as he looked at her, the deep satisfaction in her smile sent a chill through him.

She then moved toward her subdued prize. Her slender hand drifted upward, delicately brushing the dark hair away from the still unconscious man's forehead in a gesture that might have been tender - if not for the excited glitter in her eyes.

But then her fingers contorted into a vicious grip that sank deep into the soft flesh of the man's cheeks. Her sharp nails left angry red marks as she lifted his slackened head to study him more closely.

A look of anticipation took over her expression, and an unnerving, quiet chuckle slipped from her lips.

"Perfect,” she breathed. "Oh, how I've been hoping for this opportunity."
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    Nearly twelve hours had passed before they returned to Liu's cell. An earthbender encased Liu's hands in rough stone cuffs and hauled him to his feet, but something in their attitude was different. This time, there were no sneers or casual brutality.

It'd been months since the last time Liu was led from his cell into the corridors beyond. Stone walls stretched on either side as they passed door after door, finally stopping before a heavy metal barrier unlike any of the others.

Liu watched as two guards step forward, crossbows loaded with those distinctive green darts. These weren't the usual intimidation tools. These people were terrified of who was behind that door.

The lock turned with caution, and the door swung open to reveal a dim room, and inside was a solitary cell with a single figure inside.

The two armed guards rushed inside, their knuckles white around the triggers as they aimed the weapons at the cell's occupant. Only after one gave a sharp nod did the others dare follow. Liu was pulled forward by his cuffs, stepping into the room as his eyes immediately found the man behind the bars.

He was awake, back against the brick wall, wrists shackled behind him in a way that allowed barely any movement. His captors hadn't bothered clothing him since he'd be stripped again for what Liu was here to do.

Liu’s gaze finally locked with those eyes, which he knew had been fixed only on him from the moment he set foot into the room. Sharp as ever, familiar in a way that made Liu's stomach clench, but the face they belong to was still all wrong. Especially now, when he was awake, and the former lieutenant could see exactly how that man used to wear his expressions behind the mask.

Liu forced himself to look away, letting his gaze wander around the cramped space. The conditions here were deplorable, worse even than his own wretched cell. A rusted bucket for bodily waste and filthy blankets lay crumpled on the bare floor, providing no real comfort or warmth.

The sharp clang of metal on stone snapped his attention back. The prisoner was pushing himself up, rising to his full height.

Every last person in the room went rigid.

It was clear that even defeated, unmasked, and stripped of the power he'd once held, the man still radiated something that kept his enemies on edge. 

A click to Liu's right, and two guards burst into the cell, slamming the prisoner back against the wall hard enough to force a grunt from his throat. They pinned him there while the earthbender freed Liu's hands with a curt nod. It's time.

Liu flexed his fingers, bringing feeling back into his hands as he approached. This time, the former lieutenant kept his eyes on anything but that stare, which he could feel tracking his every movement.

The chi-blocking sequence flowed through him with muscle memory. Each pressure point gave in under his fingers exactly as it should, as flawless as he'd performed it the night before. Thirty seconds. That's all it took.

The guards let go immediately. The prisoner's legs gave out, but the shackles caught him, leaving him suspended in an awkward heap that had to be agony on his shoulders. The others were already heading for the exit, but Liu couldn't move.

He stared down at the crumpled form, taking in the blistered, damaged flesh of his burned arm, the patchwork of recently healed scars across his back, the rapid rise and fall of his ribs with each shallow breath.

He's Amon, Liu reminded himself fiercely. That piece of shit is Amon. Amon.

But the truth was that to him, Amon was someone who could not be defeated. Could not be so… human.

"Traitor," he spat, the word tasting bitter on his tongue.

Liu finally turned away, letting the earthbender clamp the cuffs back around his wrists. The cell door swung shut with a metallic bang behind him, the lock clicking back.

He was almost to the threshold, almost out of that suffocating room, when he heard it.

A sound so faint it might have been his imagination. A hauntingly weak rasp that cut to him like a blade:

"I'm...sorry..."

Liu's feet turned to stone.

A burning sensation ignited deep in his chest, spreading through his veins like poison. Hearing that voice, even weak and desperate as it was, saying those worthless words that meant absolutely nothing...

Finally. Finally he felt something. And that something might've been satisfaction.


  That monster deserves every damn thing that's coming for him.



  



  


They were halfway back through the corridors when the lead guard stopped. Liu followed his stare down the passageway.

The Scarlet Widow approached with that measured stride of hers, the deep red of her dress a contrast against the dull stone walls. What caught Liu off guard was the small figure beside her – a child who couldn't be more than nine or ten years old.

"Madame," the guard greeted, bowing his head.

"I trust he's been prepared for me?" The question rolled off her tongue like silk, each word precisely enunciated.

"Yes, Madame. Everything has been taken care of."

Her lips curved into that familiar smile. Her gaze flicked to Liu for briefly, before returning to her subordinate. "Good. I'll require complete privacy during this session. No interruptions, for any reason."

"Understood, Madame."

As the guards ushered Liu past them toward his cell, he couldn't resist glancing back. The Scarlet Widow had already turned away, her footsteps echoing sharply off the stone walls. The boy followed her, eerily silent, and Liu found himself wondering why on earth she would take with her a kid into that prisoner's cell.

 

~*~*~

 

Tremors ran through Noatak's body as he stared at the empty doorway where Liu had vanished. The stone floor was cold against his skin, but it was nothing compared to the chill settling in his chest.

And still, he’d be the last to blame Liu for choosing this path.

Despite the circumstances, he felt undeniable relief to discover his former lieutenant was alive after all, coupled with an odd sense of concern – as if to this day, he held responsibility for his most dedicated follower's safety. The man was a shadow of his former self, clearly having endured cruel treatment at the hands of his jailers while being their most prized prisoner, until very recently.

But in the end, Liu had chosen revenge over freedom. Had chosen to damn them both rather than to walk free.

Noatak should have anticipated it. Should have known that Liu, of all people, would see through him. In his desperate desire to redeem the part of him he’d been ashamed of the most, he had underestimated the one man who had been by his side for the better part of a decade.

And because of that fatal mistake, his identity was now revealed to the enemy.

The heavy shackles cut deeper into his wrists as he tried to find a more comfortable position against the solid wall.

How they must savor this, he thought bitterly. Amon, reduced to exactly what he made of others.

And indeed, this was agony. The chi-blocking sent a dull, persistent ache through his torso as for the very first time, Noatak felt the full, crippling weight of being cut off from his bending when he needed it the most. He felt how utterly useless he was without it, and always had been. He was witnessing, for the first time, how despite his denial for all those years, bending had been his one defining trait from the very beginning.

With the meticulous precautions his captors took, Noatak knew immediate escape was impossible. Under normal circumstances, he might have accepted that and waited for an opening, for their vigilance to slip. Patience and endurance had always been among his greatest assets.

But normal circumstances didn't include Korra.

His head fell back against the brick wall in a dull thud as his eyes clenched shut. The almost foreign sense of panic twisted his inside. His intakes of air gradually became rapider, as if the air around him was becoming thinner.

Korra wouldn't just sit idly, hoping for his return, he knew her too well for that. No, she would take some reckless, impulsive action, put herself in harm's way while he was powerless to protect her.

He can't stay here waiting for that to happen. He must get out of here. He must get out of here…

When Noatak opened his eyes again, his heart seized in his chest.

Never before had anyone been able to approach him undetected, yet there she stood - tall and slender behind the bars of his cell. Those painted lips curved into a satisfied smirk at his obvious alarm.

Beside her, barely reaching her waist, stood a young boy, with dark hair and strangely empty features that didn't belong on a child's face.

He recognized the woman and had been expecting her visit ever since he'd been hauled here. The last time they had met, their positions had been reversed – she'd been the prisoner, and he'd been the one holding all the power. He remembered choosing to visit her on the night of the full moon, knowing exactly what weapon she'd try to use against him.

The woman's smug confidence crumbled into disbelief and horror when she realized that her bloodbending was useless against him, just as his brother had discovered shortly afterwards. Moments later, her bending was severed from her, permanently.

But all those memories felt like another's lifetime now.

"Amon," she purred, her voice rich with delight. "How the mighty have fallen."

Despite the weakness coursing through his limbs, Noatak forced himself to straighten against the wall. The shackles clanked as he squared his shoulders and met her navy colored stare.

"But surely Amon isn't your real name," she mused, tilting her head with mock curiosity. "What shall I call you, I wonder? Here, there's no need for masks or pretense."

His silence stretched between them. She hadn't really expected an answer, they both knew that.

With fluid grace, she moved closer to the bars, leaving the boy behind, and lowered herself into a crouch that brought her face level with his. Her gaze raked over him with an intensity that made his skin crawl, studying every line of his face like she was memorizing it.

"Remarkable," she breathed, reverence creeping into her voice. "You look so much like him. More refined, perhaps... more handsome. But I can very much see him in you."

Noatak's expression remained stone, though revulsion twisted in his gut. It was common knowledge that, long ago, this woman had been connected to his father.

"Your father meant everything to me," she murmured, something almost wistful in her tone. "I've never known a man so ruthlessly… efficient. So utterly determined to claw his way to the top, using whatever means required." Her eyes bored into him with a burning intensity, but Noatak held her gaze steadily. "He passed down those same qualities to you, did he not? But you betrayed him. Turned your back on everything he stood for. Why?"

Frustration laced every word she uttered, and she let them hang for several moments.

When he remained silent, the Scarlet Widow shook her head and her voice lowered to a whisper. "I wished nothing more than to bear his sons myself. But fate denied me that gift. Otherwise, everything would have been different now. The name I’m known by commemorates my tragedy: the scarlet remains of every lost child, and the man I loved who had to leave, forever."

The Widow's eyes flashed, and her voice held a stronger quality. "You're a waste. You could have been great. You could have surpassed him. How could you throw that away? You, who possess the rarest, most powerful gift known to humanity, chose to become a false champion of the weak and wretched."

Noatak’s composure cracked just enough to let out a low, bitter chuckle that echoed off the cell walls.

"A waste?" His voice was quiet but carried deadly calm, each word precisely controlled. "To refuse following in the footsteps of a coward, so consumed by his own failure, so obsessed with his lost power, to the point of thrusting upon his own children his pathetic desire for revenge?"

The Widow's eyes narrowed into slits.

"Most would sacrifice anything to possess even a fraction of the power he gave you." She leaned in closer, voice dropping to a venomous whisper. "But you… an ungrateful fool, you didn't just reject him." Her lips curled to reveal her teeth. "Oh, no… your betrayal truly knew no bounds. You chose to wield the very punishment your father suffered as your signature - stripping benders of their abilities. Inflicting this humiliation on so many people, including me. You truly are despicable."

She stood slowly, that unsettling smile returning to her features. "But fate turns. Before, you were on top, so close to victory. But you made the same mistakes as your father. How deliciously similar you two are in the end. You both challenged the Avatar, and you both fell because of it. But in the end, your downfall created the vacuum that allowed my rise to power. Now, look at you, Amon - right where I want you to be."

She watched him for a moment longer, then gave a subtle nod to the boy behind her.

The boy stepped forward without hesitation, and Noatak's breath caught as those small hands rose, fingers beginning to curl inward like claws.

The first pull hit him like lightning. White-hot agony that seized his blood and twisted it in directions it was never meant to go. He jerked involuntarily, thrashed against the bound of his shackles, strangled grunts and gasps escaped through gritted teeth as he fought with everything he had against the terrible force. But it was useless - his own body betrayed him.

The woman's soft laughter was just audible over the sound of his erratic heartbeat pounding in his ears. She murmured something to the boy, and he raised his hands higher. A scream tore from Noatak's throat as his back arched violently, his arms jerked against the shackles, and something in his shoulder tore with a wet pop.

A minute or ten or an hour later, it stopped. He collapsed against the wall, his chest heaving as cold sweat drenching his skin and tremors wracked his frame. Through the haze clouding his vision, he saw her watching him with the intensity of a predator savoring its kill.

"So that's what it feels like," she whispered, her fingers combing gently through the child's dark hair. "You failed, Amon. You wanted to eradicate us, but look: there's a new generation of benders, ready to take over."

Her slender fingers tightened on the boy's shoulder in an affectionate squeeze, but the boy’s large gray eyes remained empty. Hollow.

"Unfortunately, while young Koda here is talented, he lacks the proper bloodline. So I only have tonight for this little... entertainment. But there's always next month." Her grin stretched wider. "I do enjoy watching you like this, Amon. Having you under my control. It's quite... intoxicating." Her voice dropped to something almost intimate. "And it's one of the two reasons I'm keeping you breathing."

Noatak stared at the child who had just so brutally tortured him. Something was absent behind those eyes, and it struck a cold shiver to him, somehow, managing to rattle him more deeply than the torture itself.

Bile rose in his throat, and he retched up what little could be expelled from his empty stomach. When he finally lifted his head, panting and blinking away tears and sweat, he found himself alone in this cold cell.
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