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Summary: 
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1. Lowest Point


    
    Nausea hit him the moment his consciousness returned.

He pushed himself up but his weakened arms gave out mid-motion. The momentum sent him off the edge of the narrow mattress, a short grunt ripping out of him as his injured back hit the wooden surface.

He lay there, blinking hard until his vision cleared. The unfamiliar room came into focus gradually, then his eyes found the far end of the space.

Bars.

They knew. But how?

That question would have to wait. Getting himself off the floor proved its own agony. By the time he made it back onto the bed, the burns across his back were throbbing with renewed intensity, and he sat for a long moment just breathing, letting his vision settle.

Then he looked at the room properly.

He recognized where he was. This was the same cell where he'd kept his brother, for his own protection. He couldn't let his followers take revenge on who they saw as one of the movement's greatest enemies. They hadn't been wrong about that, and still, he would be damned if he let any of them lay a finger on his brother.

And yet, in the end, he failed to protect his brother from himself.

The pain was too raw. He pushed it down, forcing himself to think strategically instead. He was still on the island, which meant he wasn't in police custody yet. Escaping from here would be easier. He knew this place, was familiar with its security, its weaknesses.

But in this condition?

He could barely sit up, let alone stand or run.

And even if he did escape - where would he go? He had nothing. No purpose to his existence.

Despite his efforts to drown it, one cruel thought kept surfacing.

Even my brother thought I was better off dead.

What was stopping him from ending it, right now? It would be simple enough. Even with his broken body, his bending was as strong as ever.

And he'd done it before, only once, years ago.

But he knew he couldn't bring himself to do it. The best he could hope for was that fate would eventually intervene, somehow.

He shifted onto his left side, trying to find a position that minimized the pain.

Time passed, he wasn't sure how long, until a sound broke the silence. A thud of wood on wood. The trapdoor beyond the bars opened and a tray was set beside it. Then a small figure climbed up slowly and deliberately, followed by a White Lotus guard.

"Remember, Master Katara," the guard said, tension clear in his voice, "if this monster tries anything, we can subdue him like before."

"I don't think that will be necessary," Katara replied calmly.

"With respect, ma'am, I hope you know what you're doing."

Katara approached the bars carrying a tray of food. The guard unlocked the cell door reluctantly, letting her enter.

"Call when you want out," he told her. "I'll be downstairs, but I can hear you."

"Thank you, Lee."

The door locked again, and the guard disappeared down the ladder.

Katara set the tray on the small table beside his bed, then settled into the room's only chair. Her expression was professional but not unkind as she studied him.

"You need to eat," she said quietly. "Your recovery depends on it. They used gas to knock you out. I'm sure you're still feeling the effects."

He pushed himself up slowly, carefully, saying nothing as he watched her

"You're wondering how we found out," she said.

He nodded once.

"It was Korra. She was awake last night and heard sounds from your room. At first she thought you might be in pain, but it became clear you were having a nightmare. You kept calling out, repeating a single name."

His throat tightened. The dream was still vivid. It was a perfect replay of those moments after the explosion.

"That's how we deduced your identity," Katara continued. "And presumably the identity of the man found with you."

There was no point denying it. The only reason it had taken this long was that without his mask, he was unrecognizable, and his brother's features were too damaged by the explosion.

"What happens now?" he asked, his hoarse voice unfamiliar to his own ears.

"That's complicated," she said matter-of-factly. "You're a wanted criminal, but you're also my patient. I can't ethically turn you over before your treatment is complete. I suspect you wouldn't get proper medical care in custody, and your injuries could still be fatal if they become infected. I think I've convinced my son this is the right approach."

She paused. "But I need your complete cooperation while you're here."

The directness surprised him, as well as the respectful tone and honesty. He knew agreeing meant willingly trapping himself here, binding himself with whatever honor he had left.

Maybe that was for the best. It was wiser to recover properly, even if it meant escaping under worse circumstances later.

"You have my word," he said, meeting her gaze steadily.

"Good."

She pulled out a water pouch. "I'll do the usual healing session and change your bandages. Can you remove your shirt?"

He wasn’t sure yet, as just sitting up was a recent achievement. Despite everything, at least he was beginning to regain some independence.

The ash-colored shirt was manageable to unbutton, but pulling it off stretched his damaged skin painfully. He couldn't suppress a sharp intake of breath, which she noticed immediately and helped him ease the shirt off.

She removed the old bandages carefully and began applying the healing water. The soft glow danced across the stone walls, and the cool touch brought immediate relief from the constant burning sensation.

The guilt over enjoying such a sin followed quickly. But then again, he'd already proven himself a hypocrite in far worse ways. What was one more contradiction?

"Your food, Noatak," Katara said, still focused on his back. "I need you to finish it before I leave."

A frown crossed his face before he could control it. He'd grown too accustomed to hiding behind a mask, and the observant old master had already caught and interpreted his slip.

"Would you prefer I not call you that?" she asked gently. "Korra said it's your real name."

That name felt foreign, not his. He’d willingly abandoned it for years, and the last time he'd heard it was tied to the one memory he'd give anything to forget, and knew he never would.

But he was no longer Amon either.  

"Call me whatever you choose," he said, reaching for the tray. "I do not care."

 

 

~*~*~

 

 

Korra had been staring at the ceiling for what felt like hours. It was how she'd spent most of her time this past month - lying in bed, avoiding everything and everyone. The city was still recovering from the war, and here she was, hiding like a coward. Pathetic.

Her friends had tried visiting constantly at first. She couldn't face them, couldn't stand seeing the pity in their eyes. When they insisted on seeing her anyway, she'd been awful, yelling things she didn't mean, pushing them away until they finally got the message. Now they stayed away, which was exactly what she'd wanted.

So why did it hurt so much? Korra felt as if they had given up on her, which didn’t make sense because she was the one who kept pushing them away.

Recalling her behavior that day made her want to scream.

Only one person still came to see her day after day, enduring her moods and frustration without giving up, and it was her Sifu Katara. She had traveled all the way from the South Pole to try reversing what that monster had done to her. When that failed, she'd stayed anyway, becoming the only source of comfort Korra had left.

Today Korra hadn't cried yet, which might count as progress. She hadn't done anything productive either. It was past noon and she was still in bed, now her face buried in her pillow, when someone knocked.

"Who is it?" Her voice came out muffled and tired.

"It's me," Katara said, opening the door. She was carrying a food tray with both hands, somehow still managing the doorknob.

"Oh, sorry." Korra scrambled out of bed, barely aware she was only wearing a tank top and underwear. She grabbed the tray from Katara's hands, and the old master settled in a seat on the bed.

"This time, I'm staying with you until you finish all your food, Korra dear," Katara said good-naturedly.

Korra knew arguing was pointless. She sat beside her master with the tray balanced on her lap.

"Did you come here straight from visiting him?" The words came out sharp, bitter. Four days ago she'd discovered that in a cruel mockery of fate, the injured man she'd been helping Katara take care for was Amon himself. The monster who'd destroyed her life.

Katara sighed. "No. Otherwise you'd be seeing his empty tray instead of your full one."

"I can't believe he's still here. Eating our food, getting personal healing sessions from you. He even used me."

"He was unconscious most of the time you helped, and we've already discussed this."

"Well, I'm not dropping it!" Korra's voice rose. "That monster put your grandchildren on a stage to take their bending away for everyone to see! Did you forget?"

"I'm well aware, Korra." Katara's voice was flat, tired.

"But now you're helping him get back on his feet so he can terrorize people again. You know there's no way he'll spend even a second in jai-"

"Have you tried what we discussed?" Katara interrupted.

Korra blinked, thrown by the subject change. "Yeah, of course I did." The defensiveness in her voice faltered. "Well, sort of."

"Sort of?"

"I did my best. That's what matters, right?"

"How long did you try?"

"Yesterday it was... a few minutes, I guess?" She cringed, unable to meet Katara's eyes. She knew she was letting her old master down, but she was letting everyone down anyway.

"Korra dear… I do believe connecting to your spiritual side is the only approach to solving this situation. And meditating is the most effective way to develop spiritual awareness. But it requires a bit longer than a few minutes, you know. I know that your best is more than that," Katara admonished lightly.

Korra stared down at the tray. "I know, I know. It's just... whenever I try, I can't focus on what I should be focusing on because there's too much to think about. And when I’m thinking, I usually feel like crap."

She took a shaky breath. The words she'd been holding back for weeks pushed their way up. "I keep thinking… maybe part of the problem would be fixed if..." she swallowed thickly, "...if the cycle just... moved on."

The tears came before she could stop them. Again.

The tray disappeared from her lap, and almost at once, she was engulfed by the warmth of her dear master and friend. She sobbed and buried her face in Katara's shoulder.

When her sobs quietened down, and her breathing finally steadied, Katara spoke again.

"I've told you about the obstacles Aang faced. Many of them seemed to severely limit his ability to be the Avatar. Things often looked impossible at first, but patience, hard work, and support from loved ones almost always led to a solution."

Katara pulled back slightly, meeting Korra's eyes. "I know it feels hopeless right now, but things can change faster than you think. I need you to look forward, to try every possible solution. This is far from over for you."

Korra wiped her face with the back of her hand, sniffling. “I can try,” she mumbled without conviction.

"You can do it. You're the Avatar." Katara squeezed her hands gently. "But most importantly, you're Korra."
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2. Healing
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    A week later, Katara climbed into the attic for the usual treatment session with her patient. What she found there, however, stopped her in her tracks.

Noatak was standing. His hands gripped the bars tightly, legs trembling with the effort of supporting his own weight. He took a careful step, then another, testing his strength.

When he noticed her presence, their eyes met. Katara raised an eyebrow, impressed by his progress. But the White Lotus guard accompanying her was less pleased.

"Back off!" he shouted, fear flashing across his face. Seeing Amon upright and mobile clearly wasn't an encouraging sight.

Noatak sent him a sharp look but complied, making his slow way back to the bed while using the wall for support. The guard visibly relaxed and unlocked the cell door for her.

Katara settled into her usual chair as the trapdoor slammed shut, then placed the food tray on the bedside table. "Quite impressive, considering your condition not long ago. Though I wouldn't recommend overdoing it."

"I considered hiding the progress," Noatak said, grabbing a rice bowl, "but figured deceiving you would be unwise."

She chuckled softly. "Good thinking."

This casual conversation was a new development. It had taken time, but there was a degree of openness between them now, likely the result of his severe boredom more than anything else. He wasn't careless with information, though. Everything he shared felt calculated, certain details carefully omitted for reasons she could only guess at. She found herself impressed by his intelligence and charisma, even as she never forgot the damage he'd inflicted on others, and the way he'd hurt Korra. And whenever she pressed him on those actions, he still justified them.

Katara had hoped that building this connection might give her insights into reversing his de-bending technique. She knew it couldn't be coincidence that of all places, he'd washed up here, the place where his greatest victim was. But he'd told her with disturbing indifference that reversing the damage wasn't possible. He'd tried this years back, only experimenting out of curiosity and never intending to use it.

Originally, Katara had come to the island with one purpose: healing Korra. When she'd learned what happened to her dearest student, she'd intended to head straight to Republic City. Her son had sent an air acolyte with a sky bison to bring her north as quickly as possible.

Seeing the confident and cheerful Korra so depressed and devastated had been heartbreaking. Having to tell her that the damage couldn't be reversed was even worse. It was around that time that two severely injured men had washed up on shore of the island. Katara had taken control over their treatment, and caring for them had given both her and Korra something to focus on - the girl had been helping with anything she could.

That continued until they discovered who their patients really were, just days after one of them, Tarrlok, died from his injuries. The fact that she

unknowingly treated her worst enemy, Amon, destabilized Korra even more.

The circumstances around Tarrlok's death had been medically peculiar, even after Katara's decades of experience. From the moment they'd begun treatment, he'd been the critical case. Third-degree burns covered sixty percent of his body and his right arm amputated almost completely. Katara determined his survival odds were minimal.

Nevertheless, she had fought to stabilize him for transport to Republic City General Hospital. For three weeks, she'd watched impossible progress: tissue slowly regenerating, vital signs unusually strong. Meanwhile, the other patient, whose injuries seemed more manageable, was dying before her eyes. He was suffering from a rapid weight loss, unexplained fevers, all signs leading towards a complete system failure.

But when the day came to transport the amputated patient to the hospital by sky bison, all went wrong. The moment the sky bison lifted off, the patient convulsed violently, gasping for air. Once they arrived, the hospital doctors diagnosed a massive cardiac trauma that should have killed him weeks ago, and the man died while in surgery.

Katara had been shaken. How had she missed such critical damage? Why hadn't he shown any signs until that moment?

When she'd returned to the island with the terrible news, another shock awaited her - her other patient had finally awakened.

Now, however, that she finally knew who both men really were, Katara had speculations about what had truly happened there.

They sat in their usual positions, with Noatak's bare back exposed for treatment. His frame was gaunt and marked by vicious scars. The burns stood out red against skin that held the faded tan of someone kept too long from the sun.

"I need to tell you something about your brother's death," Katara said carefully. She waited for any reluctance to discuss the subject, and when none came, she continued. "I haven't mentioned this before. Your condition was too unstable, and I didn't want to add more stress that could hamper your recovery. I also wasn't aware of your relationship until recently."

He remained perfectly still, but she knew he was listening.

"Do you remember anything from when you were unconscious?" The question came suddenly, as she decided to test her theory before explaining it.

Noatak shook his head.

"Nothing at all? Dreams? Voices?"

He considered this for several moments. "There was a constant rhythm. Like a drum. It was... soothing."

Katara's eyes widened.

She told him the entire sequence of events, from the moment she'd begun their treatment, Tarrlok's impossible survival despite his injuries, the mysterious timing of his death coinciding with Noatak's awakening.

"For so long, I couldn't explain his prolonged survival or why I never detected his cardiac problems. Also, the timing of everything seemed too coincidental. But I think I understand now." She drew a breath, her next words coming out slower, more measured. "I believe the reason he survived for so long is you. You kept him alive, unconsciously, using bloodbending to regulate his heart function. But it took an enormous toll on you and prevented your own recovery. I never imagined such an application of bending was possible, but it's the only explanation I could think of."

She leaned forward slightly. "That rhythm you heard, do you think it could have been a heartbeat?"

Silence stretched between them. He remained so still she began to worry. She shifted to see his face, and the sight caught her off guard.

His eyes were closed, a single tear tracking down his cheek.

It was the first time she approached the subject of his brother, and also the first time he expressed this level of emotion in front of her. She knew that the two men's relationship was… complicated. But watching that single tear fall, she knew now: whatever darkness lay between them, this man loved his brother.

She bent the water back into her flask and placed a gentle hand on his uninjured left shoulder. His eyes flew open at the touch, finding hers, but she held his gaze steadily.

"I don't think it could have continued much longer," she said softly. "Your condition would have deteriorated further, and then neither of you would have survived."

He nodded slowly. When he spoke, his voice was barely above a whisper. "If what you're saying is true... I had no idea I was doing it."

"Has it happened before?" she asked carefully. "Bending without conscious intent?"

His gaze drifted past her, unfocused. She watched something flicker in his eyes.

"Too many times," he said finally, and his pale eyes found hers again.

Katara wondered what he meant but didn't press. As she cut new bandages, she added, "I was surprised that bloodbending could be used for something so positive. Perhaps even for healing."

Noatak shifted back into position, giving her easier access to his injuries.

"It might be possible," he said after a moment, "but only with extreme precision. The margin for error is nonexistent, so the risks outweigh any potential benefit." He was quiet for a beat, and his voice lowered as he added, "Even if it could be done safely, people will always fear the ability. And it's a burden no one is fit to posses."

The words surprised her, given his own use of bloodbending. "What do you mean by that?" she asked gently, beginning to wrap his torso.

"This ability is a curse." His voice had gone soft, almost distant. "The power to control another person completely, to extinguish their life with a thought... it corrupts, in the most fundamental way." He paused. "Have you felt it? Being a bloodbender yourself?"

"I do feel the weight of it every full moon," she admitted. "I can't imagine what it must be like to carry it every waking moment. Every single day of your life." Katara had become a bloodbender through necessity, forced to use the horrible skill to save her brother and friends. She knew Noatak hadn't had a choice either – he was forced by a cruel father who'd seen him as nothing more than a weapon for revenge.

She considered her next words carefully. "And eventually, you gave in to that corruption." It wasn't an accusation. She genuinely didn't know if she would have been any different in his place, or any other person she knew.

"I don't deny it."

"But you don't believe taking someone's bending is wrong?"

"It was necessary to achieve a greater goal. I truly believe a world without bending would be better for everyone." His conviction remained unshakeable on that point. But then, he added, "I am, however, ashamed of what I became toward the end. Before my downfall."

Katara remembered Korra's account of her last confrontation with him - how he'd ruthlessly bloodbent not just her and her friend, but his most loyal follower as well.

He was a walking contradiction. His beliefs and his actions seemed constantly at war with each other, and she wasn't sure he even recognized it. Tying off the last bandage, Katara asked one last question, though she half-expected him to deflect.

"Would you remove your own bending?"

Noatak shifted slightly, considering. When he answered, there was no hesitation in his voice.

"I intend to."

  



3. Hope


    
    It was well past midnight when Korra found herself sitting on the cliff again, watching moonlight dance across the bay water. It was a beautiful sight.

She'd discovered that trying to meditate in her room wasn't going to work, so she made herself leave it for the first time in… way too long. It wasn’t easy, and she dreaded running into someone who'd talk to her. She was so sick of the empty efforts to comfort her.

This was her third night out here, and although she wasn't making any real progress, she sought the soothing effect it had on her mind.

Only a few stars were visible tonight, especially with the nearly full moon and city lights washing out most of them. There were thousands more in the South Pole, Korra remembered, all scattered across the clear sky like ice crystals. But these few bright enough to show through here still held her captivated.

Someone had once told her that some of the lights were actually suns, maybe with entire worlds orbiting around them. She didn't know if that was true, but she liked the idea. If the universe really was that vast, it made her small and insignificant by comparison. And for once, she wanted just that.

The gentle sound of waves was making her drowsy. She hadn't slept properly in weeks. Her eyelids grew heavy...

"Korra."

Her eyes snapped open. She wasn't on the cliff anymore. In fact, she wasn't anywhere.

She seemed to be floating in empty black space.

"Korra."

The kind male voice was familiar, but she couldn't see where it came from. When she twisted to look for it, the motion sent her spinning helplessly through the void, until an orange-robed figure drifted into view.

"Aang??"

He laughed at her clumsy attempts to steady herself. "Here," he said, offering his hand.

"Thanks," she breathed. With his help, Korra managed to find her footing, though 'standing' in felt surreal here. "Are you real? Or is it happening inside my head?"

"It's in your head, but still, I'm here with you," Aang said with a gentle smile. "How have you been, Korra?"

Her face fell. "Just fantastic," she muttered. "I'm officially the worst Avatar ever. The city's a complete mess, and I can't do shit because I let myself lose my bending."

"The Avatar's journey is full of hardships," Aang said gently. "I can assure you, you're not the worst Avatar ever. When you meet some of your predecessors, you'll understand."

"Not the worst?" She stared at him in disbelief. "The best thing I could do for the world is get rid of myself so the next Avatar can be born sooner!" Korra couldn’t believe that even Aang didn’t have anything helpful to say.

He frowned, clearly troubled by her words. "You're not the worst Avatar because your journey has barely begun. Although this feels like the end, there's still hope."

Korra blinked once. Twice. "There's hope for me?" she whispered.

"Yes. I believe you have the potential to overcome this and emerge stronger from the experience."

"But how? Even Katara couldn't..."

"I know. Unfortunately, the only person who can reverse the damage is the same one who caused it."

The words hung in the air. Korra heard them clearly. Taking in their meaning took significantly longer.

"WHAT? You want me to go and beg Amon for help? He's pure evil!"

"I never said it would be easy, only that it was possible," Aang replied gravely. "During my time as Avatar, some of my most meaningful connections were with former enemies."

"I know you became friends with Zuko, but I'm not you! I can't forgive what he did to me. And he'd never help me in a thousand lifetimes." She suddenly recalled something Katara had mentioned. "Even Katara asked him if it was possible to restore bending, and he told her it wasn't."

"He might believe it's impossible because it's even more complex than his method for removing bending. Destroying is often easier than repairing," Aang explained patiently. "I believe he's imitating energybending, but instead of completely severing the chi paths as I did, he's tearing them apart. Since the paths are only torn they can still be healed, but only through precise restoration guided by a true connection to each element, and taught by the original sources of bending."

Korra, if possible, felt more desperate by Aang’s explanation. "You want Amon to connect with bending? He wanted to destroy it, Aang!"

"I'm sorry, Korra. But it seems to be the only way."

For a moment, Korra couldn't speak. But then another possibility sparked in her mind, and she grabbed onto it desperately.

"But, Aang, if you could take bending away yourself, maybe you can give mine back!" Her voice cracked with sudden hope. "Or teach me energybending! It's not related to a specific element, so I should still be able to learn it, right?"

She watched Aang's face with desperate hope, looking for any sign that this could work. Instead, she saw only regret.

"Energybending requires an advanced spiritual connection that can take years to develop," he said gently. "Throughout Avatar history, almost only Air Nomad Avatars have managed to master it. As for restoring your bending myself - Korra, I would have done it already, if I could."

The last fragile hope she'd been clinging to crumbled completely. She couldn’t believe that after finally achieving this breakthrough and connecting with her past life, she felt more hopeless than ever.

Korra couldn't look him in the eyes anymore. "Then there's really no hope for me." 

Aang stepped closer and placed his hands on her shoulders, forcing her to meet his eyes. "No, Korra, listen to me. Believe me when I tell you your journey as the Avatar has only just begun. You and I are not like most Avatars, as we both faced serious conflicts when we were far too young. Well, technically, I was one hundred and twelve," he cracked a smile, but she wasn't amused at all.

"I wouldn’t have suggested it," he continued in a more serious tone, “if I didn't believe you had a chance. And the outcome will shape your character as the Avatar you are meant to become. I'm certain of it.

"I have to say goodbye now, Korra, and wish you good luck on your journey. Now that we've connected, you'll be able to find me whenever you need guidance. Don't give up."

His voice grew distant as the strange space dissolved around them, and consciousness pulled her back to the waking world.

"Korra! KORRA!"

Her eyes opened to bright sunlight. Sitting up slowly, she felt disoriented and stiff from lying on a solid surface all night.

"There she is! I found her, Tenzin!"

Korra turned to see Pema running toward her, looking frantic. The moment she reached her, the acolyte pulled her into a tight embrace.

"What...?"

"Korra, you should have told us you were going outside!! We were worried sick when you weren't in your room!"

"I-I didn't plan to stay out here all night," Korra mumbled as she saw Tenzin and Katara hurrying to join them too. For the first time

in her life, Korra saw her waterbending master very agitated.

Why were they so worked up? But then Korra remembered what she'd confessed to Katara just days ago. Oh no.

"Katara, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to worry you all," she said guiltily. Tears were pooling in the old woman's eyes.

"The important thing is that you're safe, dear. I'm so relieved." Katara's voice was shaky as she hugged her as well.

With all the confusion, Korra had managed to momentarily forget about her encounter with Aang, but being close to his wife brought it all back.

"I need to talk to you," she whispered only to her old master's ear. Katara nodded.

After they'd all gotten to their feet and brushed themselves off, Tenzin cleared his throat hesitantly. "Would you like to join us for breakfast, Korra?"

Her first instinct was to refuse, as it had been for weeks. But seeing the lingering worry in all their faces, feeling the weight of what she'd put them through this morning, made her reconsider.

“Okay.”

 

Being with everyone again wasn't as awful as she'd expected. Tenzin and Pema had obviously prepared the children beforehand, so no one bombarded her with questions or stared at her. The food was as good as ever, and there was something almost normal about sitting at the table again.

Still, Korra excused herself before anyone else had finished and retreated to her room. A few minutes later, Katara knocked softly on her door.

"You wanted to talk," she said, settling on the bed beside Korra. "What's on your mind?"

Korra sat cross-legged facing her old master, trying to find the right words. How did you explain something that sounded so impossible?

"Last night... I spoke with Aang."

Her voice was flat, matter of fact. She felt no excitement about this major milestone in her Avatar journey. The disconnect between the significance of what had happened and her complete lack of joy about it seemed to confuse Katara.

"You spoke with... Aang?" she repeated slowly, as if making sure she'd heard correctly.

Korra nodded.

A smile slowly spread across Katara's face. "But that's wonderful! I knew you could do it. What did you learn?"

Korra told her everything, not bothering to hide her dread about the only theoretical possibility of recovering her abilities.

She had to face it now - this really was the only solution. Seeing how everyone had reacted this morning when they thought she might have hurt herself had been unbearable. She couldn't cause them that kind of pain again, not when there was still another option to try, no matter how impossible it seemed.

When Korra fell silent, she watched as Katara remained speechless for a long moment.

"Aang believes... Noatak might be able to help?" the older woman asked at last.

"Aang believes Amon can help me, but I know he won't," Korra corrected sharply. "And don't call him that, like he's human."

Katara ignored the bitter comment, her mind clearly racing. "I knew it couldn't be coincidence," she murmured, more to herself. "But how do we make this happen?"

"What couldn't be coincidence?" Korra asked, impatience creeping into her voice.

"That Noatak washed up here, of all places, when you were the one to find him and his brother," Katara explained. "They could have ended up on any unnamed beach where no one would find them. In their condition, they wouldn't have lasted more than a few days."

She was quiet for a moment, thinking. "I'll talk to him. We've been speaking these past few days, I think he's starting to open up to me. I'll do whatever I can." Katara's resolve was clear, and Korra knew she'd do anything for her sake. "I'm glad you told me this, Korra. I truly am."

Katara smiled encouragingly at her, and although Korra couldn't return the smile, her mentor's confidence made her feel that maybe, just maybe there was still something to hold onto.
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4. Reflection


    
    Noatak was pacing the small cell - five steps, then turn. His gait wasn't steady, and occasionally he lost his balance, but he could walk for several minutes now before exhaustion forced him to rest. Which also meant his time here, under Katara's care, was nearly over.

The uncertainty about his future bothered him, as someone who always planned several moves ahead. Now, however, he had no idea when or how they intended to hand him over to the authorities. He'd given his word to the old master, so he wouldn't attempt escape until he was no longer her patient. That put him at a significant disadvantage. He still remembered the effects of whatever gas they'd used to subdue him.

The windowless room offered no sense of time except for Katara's visits, but he suspected she was late today. His stomach growled in confirmation.

When she finally arrived, Noatak noted at once her unusually elevated heart rate. She entered the cell, handed him the food, and began removing the old bandages, but today, she didn't initiate conversation.

"Is everything alright?" he asked after several minutes passed.

"What?" She startled, as if surfacing from deep thought. "Yes, just had a long morning, that’s all." He suspected there was more to it, but it wasn't his concern.

She pulled water from her pouch, the familiar blue glow beginning to color the walls as she guided it across his scarred skin. The cooling sensation was immediate, but he could feel the tension in her movements.

"Noatak," she said suddenly, her hands stilling against his shoulder blades, "I'm going to be direct with you. Korra managed to connect with her past life, with Aang. He told her that restoring her bending was possible."

"How so?" he asked, striving to keep his voice carefully neutral.

"There's only one way to do it. With your help." She resumed the healing, guiding the water down to the worst of the burn scars.

Noatak almost laughed. "Is this some kind of joke?"

"I assure you it isn't."

Due to their position, he couldn't study her expression, so instead he focused on her heartbeat again. Though still too elevated, he detected no lie.

"Even if that's true," he said, "and I already told you I tried it to no avail - do you expect me to betray what I believe in to help the person who caused my downfall?"

Katara was quiet for a moment. She withdrew the water back to her pouch, then began applying salve to the damaged skin with gentle, circular movements. "I find it interesting that she has the same accusation against you." Her voice was thoughtful, but he could hear her choosing each word carefully. "You both took what mattered most to the other - you took her bending, she exposed your identity."

She reached for the clean bandages, beginning to unroll them. "You're both at the lowest points of your lives right now. I can't help but think... perhaps there's a possibility for both of you to recover. By working together." The first wrap went around his torso, her hands steady despite the charged conversation. "You're more similar than you might realize."

Noatak's brows furrowed. The Avatar was a spoiled child who'd barely faced any real hardship. And when she did, when her bending was taken, she'd wallowed in self-pity instead of developing empathy for those who'd lived that way their entire lives. "We're nothing alike."

"You both have extraordinary abilities. Both of you were shaped from childhood for destinies you never chose because of those abilities. Masses of people placed their faith in you,” she hesitated, the bandaging pausing briefly, "…and you both failed them."

It was a perspective he'd never considered, and he couldn't entirely dismiss its validity. Still, it changed nothing. "Be that as it may, I won't betray my followers, even if they now see me as a traitor."

"Your campaign aimed to create a world without bending. But that's not going to happen, is it?"  She secured the final bandage before continuing. "There's no point in keeping the Avatar powerless anymore. Equality for non-benders will have to be achieved... through other means."

When she finished her job, he turned to face her. "I have no faith in the Avatar and no reason to help her. Someone so privileged can't understand the world's real problems." Did she really think she could persuade him?

"Korra is young, but she has a good heart. She'll learn." Katara's expression was earnest. "Think about it, Noatak. If you helped her, you could show her your perspective. Make her understand the people your movement tried to represent."

He'd grown to respect the old master, but her worldview was impossibly naive. He was also amazed that she'd reveal her strategy so openly to an enemy. Being the previous Avatar's companion had clearly sheltered her from reality.

"Noatak," she said suddenly, "how do you think your father would feel about what you've accomplished?"

The question caught him off guard. "I dedicated my life to giving people like my father the justice they deserved," he said quietly. "I don't think he would have been proud."

"And yet, one of your greatest achievements was bringing down the Avatar using the very power he gave you."

The conversation had been relatively civil despite their opposing views. But now the old master had brought up his father, implying that everything Noatak had done was somehow for that old maniac's sake. His jaw clenched, and his eyes narrowed.

"I did it because it served my purposes, not because of what he intended me to become," he replied sharply. "The Avatar was meant to be an example to all benders."

Katara didn't back down from his rising anger. "I think," she said deliberately, "that he would be extremely displeased to see the son he raised to destroy the Avatar cooperating with her instead. Don't you agree?"

"I don't make decisions based on what that man would or wouldn't approve of," he said coldly.

"I see." There was a skeptical note in her voice that he didn't miss. She rose to her feet, and he found himself following suit, their conversation having reached its natural conclusion. "I'm sorry we couldn't reach an understanding, but I'd still like you to consider what we discussed."

He nodded curtly, the gesture feeling like a formality they both knew was meaningless.

She studied his face for several more seconds. When she spoke again, her tone changed completely. "I'll bring shaving supplies tomorrow if you'd like."

The unexpected shift caught him off guard. He found himself running a hand over his rough jawline, surprised by her attention to such mundane details. "I'd appreciate that."

 

Later that night, Noatak lay on his side trying to sleep, but his mind wouldn't rest. The conversation had stirred thoughts he'd been avoiding.

Something fundamental had shifted in him since losing his identity as Amon, since being stripped of everything that had defined him. He had too much time for self-reflection now, something he couldn't, or rather wouldn't have allowed himself before. There had been no room for self-doubt when there was a revolution to lead and a city to take over.

Among other things, he'd recently acknowledged something disturbing about the moment he'd taken the Avatar's bending. Something he shouldn't have felt if it had truly been only for the cause: it was accompanied by a blinding surge of power and an intoxicating rush of triumph.

Despite his recent denial of it, he finally admitted to himself that those emotions likely stemmed from his father's influence.

He truly hoped the cruel man was long dead. Yet his shadow still haunted him, had haunted his brother too, until the end.

Noatak shifted on the bed, pushing the thoughts away. They led nowhere useful. Better to focus on the practical: Katara's request, and what it might mean for him.

If he agreed to help, there might be opportunities he could exploit. It might mean a chance to get away from here, with the Avatar as his only obstacle. And she was nearly powerless now.

But he'd need to know more about what was actually being asked of him. And despite himself, he found himself genuinely curious. How could restoring bending actually be possible? What would such a thing even require?

Perhaps the Avatar had simply imagined her connection to her predecessor. It didn't make sense that his method could truly be reversed...

 

The next day, when Katara arrived, she brought shaving supplies - a razor, water, foam, and a mirror. When Noatak set up the mirror and laid out the tools, he saw his reflection for the first time in over a month.

He was more familiar with his scarred face than this unmarked reflection. He genuinely preferred the lie to the Water Tribe man staring back at him, who somewhat resembled his brother but in other ways did not.

His face was thinner than he remembered, the cheekbones too prominent, jaw obscured by uneven beard growth he’d never have tolerated before. His head had been shaved to treat the wounds, and now showed only the first shadow of new hair.

He finished the task quickly and handed the supplies back to her.

"Have you given any thought to what we discussed?" Katara asked, her voice careful.

Noatak nodded.

"I'd like to speak with the Avatar."

Katara's eyes widened. "I'll ask her to come."
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5. Face off


    
    "Katara, I don't like this." Korra paced her room. "What if he's planning to do me in once and for all?"

"Do you in?" Katara asked, confused.

"You know, finish me off for good. He could probably do it with a single thought!"

"He could have done you in long before now, Korra. Like when you exposed him as a bender in front of his followers."

Korra considered this. "Maybe you're right,” she admitted. “Then what does he want? Do you think he's really going to help?"

"I have no idea, but we'll need to go up there to find out."

The walk to the attic felt longer than it should. When they reached the ladder, Korra's stomach churned with nerves. She looked back at Katara, who offered an encouraging nod, then took a steadying breath before she began to climb.

She'd only been up there once before, when she'd stumbled upon Tarrlok, who'd given her the information needed to bring down his brother. What would have happened, she wondered, if she didn’t find him on that fateful day? Would Amon be controlling the city now? Would she still have her bending because she'd avoided confronting him?

No. That wasn't like her. Or rather, it wasn't like her old self. Because this new Korra avoided everything and everyone.

One thing was certain: Tarrlok could never have predicted that his revelation would set off a chain of events ending with Amon imprisoned in this tiny cell instead, while he was dead for reasons she still didn't fully understand.

As Korra climbed, the distinct sound of pacing echoed from the wooden floor above. But the moment her head cleared the opening, the footsteps stopped abruptly.

Amon was standing at the far end of the room, useless bars in front of him. Her heart began racing.

They stared at each other.

His stance was wide and confident as she remembered, hands fisted at his sides. This was how he'd stood before roaring crowds, right before he stripped his victims of their bending. But whatever had led to his brother's death had clearly taken its toll. The borrowed clothes hung loose on his frame, making him appear almost fragile, such a stark contrast to the powerful persona he'd once held.

But Korra knew that didn't make him any less deadly.

A few moments later, Katara appeared through the opening, and Korra hurried to help her up. "You climb up here every day for him?" she muttered under her breath, noticing the older woman’s difficulty.

Katara ignored the rhetorical question. "I suppose there's no need for introductions," she said in a brave attempt to break the tension. Korra rolled her eyes.

Both women approached the cell, but Korra stopped at what felt like a safe distance from the bars. Though she knew that with his bloodbending, distance wouldn't matter anyway.

She'd seen this man daily, though unconscious, while helping Katara with his recovery. But now was the first time she looked at his face this closely while knowing he was Amon. It was so disturbing - his features held absolutely no hint of the monster within. They were so unremarkable she could have passed him on the street without suspecting a thing.

Only his pale, piercing eyes reminded her of his other persona.

Amon was the first to break the silence.

"Avatar," he said coldly. "I'd like to know precisely how you believe this can be reversed."

The sharp intake of breath escaped her before she could stop it.

That voice, cold and deep and cruel, was to this very day the fuel of her nightmares. The very reason that so many of her nights were rendered sleepless. 

"I told you I would destroy you..."

She shuddered, eyes closing as she took another deep breath, trying to focus on why she was here.

When Korra opened her eyes, she fixed him with a glare full of loathing. She studied him for another moment, concentrating on how pathetic he looked now. It made her feel marginally better.

"Avatar Aang told me," she said through gritted teeth, trying to recall his exact words, "that he suspects you studied the theory behind energybending and imitated it through bloodbending. That you tear apart the chi paths related to bending instead of severing them completely. And that fixing the damage is harder than causing it, but it's still possible. It would require learning from the original benders and developing a connection to each element."

No reaction showed on his face, no flicker of recognition or interest.

"Noatak," Katara said, stepping slightly closer to the bars, "is this an accurate description of the method you developed?"

For a moment, his brow furrowed slightly, the first real reaction he'd shown. "Generally speaking." His voice was measured. "By ‘original benders’...  would that mean the moon for waterbending?"

"I believe so, and it has a physical manifestation in our world," Katara replied, her tone growing more confident. "I’m sure you’re familiar with the Spirit Oasis at the North Pole. I imagine something significant would need to happen there for Korra to regain her waterbending."

The implications of what Katara was saying took a moment to register. "What? Hold on!" Korra burst out, unable to contain her alarm. "Are you saying I'd have to travel all the way to the North Pole? With him?"

Katara continued as if she hadn't heard the interruption, her focus entirely on Amon now. "Earthbending was learned from badgermoles, which can still be found in cave systems near Omashu. Firebending comes from dragons - the ancient Sun Warriors island in the Fire Nation are home to two of the last original firebenders. So this would require an extensive journey across multiple nations.” Her eyes never left his face. “Is there any chance you’ll help us?"

Korra's stomach dropped. She knew that restoring her bending wouldn't be simple, but she never imagined anything like this. Having to travel around the world with the company of…

She realized what Katara had asked and snapped her attention back to Amon, waiting with held breath for his answer as the moment extended, caught between desperate hope and the certainty that he was about to crush even this impossible dream.

"I merely wanted to verify that it was indeed the previous Avatar who had suggested this," he said finally, "and to understand the theoretical framework behind such a restoration."

The words hit Korra like ice water.

She turned to Katara, unable to keep the anger out of her voice. "You see? I told you he was just playing games with us. Did you really think he was going to help?"

She was furious with herself for allowing even a tiny bit of hope to influence her. Tears gathered at the corners of her eyes.

A gentle hand was placed on her shoulder. "Korra, I don't think he necessarily meant-"

But Korra pulled away sharply, not wanting to hear excuses or explanations. For the first time since this ordeal began, she felt genuine resentment toward her waterbending master. After all, Katara was the one who'd been healing Amon as if he deserved it, falling victim to whatever manipulations he was spinning while consistently dismissing Korra's warnings. She'd encouraged this meeting, built up Korra's hopes, only to watch them shatter against the reality of who Amon really was.

Her gaze drifted back to the monster behind the bars, and she found him studying her with that same unreadable expression. Something about his expression made it worse. He wasn't gloating. Wasn't even satisfied. Just... watching. Like her anguish was vaguely interesting, something worth noting. It sparked a different kind of fury in her chest.

In that moment, a strange realization came over her, and Korra knew she had nothing left to fear from him anymore.

If he wanted his final revenge, if he wanted to end her, he'd only be doing her, or rather everyone a favor.

Emboldened by this cruel realization, Korra found herself wondering what it would feel like to make him feel even a tiny fraction of the despair she'd been living because of him.

The misery faded, replaced by something harder, more defiant. She decided to tell this villain exactly what she thought of him.

This time, Korra stepped forward until she was directly in front of the bars, close enough to see the exact lifeless shade of his glacial eyes.

"You know what, Amon? I'm done caring about any of this. You brought me down to this pathetic state, but I dragged you down with me." She gestured at his diminished form, at the cell that contained him. "Look at you now, no one in the world cares what happens to you. Every person who ever followed you knows the truth because of me. I defeated you. I showed them exactly what you really are."

She smiled, but it was very unlike her. The expression was almost vicious.

"I don't care what happens to me," she continued with growing determination. "As long as I make sure you spend the rest of your miserable life in prison where you belong. And if I have to get rid of myself so the next Avatar will be whole again, I'll do it gladly. Because maybe you destroyed me and countless other lives, but you failed to destroy the Avatar cycle. So in the end, I win after all."

 

 ~*~*~

 

The meeting with the Avatar had been enlightening.

Her words confirmed she'd actually spoken with her predecessor. How else could she have known the specifics of his de-bending technique? And Avatar Aang himself, the one who had defeated Yakone, expected him to work with the current Avatar.

It was almost unbelievable.

But something about what the Avatar had said disturbed him deeply. Not her insults, of course. He thought far worse things about himself than anything she could ever come up with.

It was her fearless declaration that she'd do whatever it took, even take her own life, to restore the Avatar cycle.

The words resonated with uncomfortable familiarity. He recognized the hollow feeling she described, the conviction that existence had become meaningless. But he knew he couldn't go through with it, unlike his brother, who had never been a weakling.

He found himself wondering if the Avatar truly meant what she'd said, and was surprised by how uneasy the possibility made him. There was something deeply wrong about how the three of them, the most crucial players in this conflict, had not found a reason worth living for in its wake.

He'd never intended for the Avatar, or any of the benders he'd equalized, to become suicidal over losing their abilities. It was absurd. Most people lived their entire lives without bending. The only reason this could be devastating was because it left them vulnerable to other benders who abused their power.

He himself had lived without using his abilities for nearly three years, breaking that vow only when he'd realized those powers were essential if he truly wanted to reshape the world.

Ironically, he could somewhat understand the Avatar's sense of purposelessness without her bending, and Katara's earlier words had contributed to this realization.

You both have extraordinary abilities. Both of you were shaped from childhood for destinies you never chose because of those abilities.

The Avatar had grown up believing her abilities defined her entire identity. He'd once thought the same about himself. Eventually, though, he'd rejected that notion, deciding his choices would determine his fate, not his father's expectations or his bending prowess.

But he questioned himself almost immediately.

Did you really outgrow it? 

How would you have felt losing your abilities at the height of the revolution? Or losing them now, when they're the only weapon you have left?

He pushed the thought aside.

There was still the question of supposedly helping the Avatar recover her bending.

When he'd first heard the proposal, he'd dismissed it without consideration. But now he knew that if they were to attempt it, they'd need to travel as far as the North Pole. Such a journey would make escape easy if he chose to leave. His alternative was waiting here until they decided it was time to transfer him to prison.

The North Pole. He hadn't been there in seventeen years. During all that time, he'd never intended to return.

He wondered whether the Avatar's mentors would actually risk allowing her to travel with him. Perhaps to them, even the slimmest chance of restoring her bending was worth the enormous danger of placing her in his hands.

And the Avatar had made her alternative perfectly clear.
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6. Slim chance


    
    When Katara returned to the attic the following morning, something in her demeanor had shifted. She seemed distant, her usual composed manner replaced by an underlying tension.

After the sentry locked her in and left, she approached Noatak with uncharacteristic hesitancy. "I forgot to complete your healing session yesterday," she said. "I apologize for the oversight."

He nodded, already beginning to remove his shirt. She discarded the two-day-old bandages and began the familiar ritual of applying healing water to his back. He ate the food she'd brought in silence, both of them seemingly lost in their own thoughts. When he finished, he knew there was no point in delaying what he'd decided to say.

"Master Katara," he began carefully. "I've reconsidered my position."

The steady flow of healing water, until now limited to his right shoulder, began spreading far beyond its intended target to soak his torso, his pants and into the bedding beneath him.

"What?" Her voice pitched higher.

He turned to face her, meeting her stunned expression.

"Did I hear correctly? You're willing to help Korra?"

"I'm prepared to attempt it." What he'd actually decided was to postpone any real commitment until he was in a more advantageous position, far from this cell and city.

Suspicion flickered across her features. "What changed your mind?"

Noatak paused, weighing his words carefully. "The Avatar made some... compelling points."

Katara's eyebrows shot up, her expression shifting to pure incredulity. "She spent most of that time shouting at you."

The skepticism in her voice was entirely justified, and he understood her wariness. "I have my reasons for this decision," he said with measured conviction. "But I can't guarantee the mission will succeed, or that I'll return once it's finished."

She'd probably expected as much. The tension in her shoulders eased slightly, though her eyes continued searching his face for hidden motives.

"I want your word," she said, her tone shifting to something harder, almost threatening, "that whatever happens, Korra will remain safe." Her gaze never wavered as she studied him for any hint of deception.

The request was reasonable, given the circumstances. But bringing harm upon the Avatar had been meaningless ever since his downfall. He'd had numerous opportunities to do so, and never acted on them. Even in those chaotic moments after being thrown into the sea, when his waterbending had been exposed and fury and desperation had clouded his judgment... He knew that killing her would serve no purpose beyond hollow revenge.

"You have my word that no harm will come to the Avatar," he said firmly.

He'd been trying to avoid using his bending, but Katara seemed to have forgotten about the water that had soaked him. Carefully, he extracted the moisture and held it out to her. She stared at the water floating between them, as if registering something unexpected, before taking it back under her control.

"Should I tell her now?" she asked, still seeming disoriented by this turn of events. "Or perhaps I should apply fresh bandages first."

"There's no need," he said, reaching for his shirt. "I believe time can handle the healing from now on." The recent sessions had shown barely any progress, and while his injuries still ached, especially with exertion, he suspected they'd reached the limits of what water healing could accomplish.

Katara stood, preparing to leave. He rose as well and faced her directly. "I thank you for your treatment, Master Katara," he said, bowing his head in genuine respect.

 

~*~*~

 

When Katara told her the news, Korra didn't know what to feel. Relief? Terror? She was about to go on a journey with the monster who'd stripped away her identity, hoping against all logic that he'd somehow want to undo it.

Nothing about this made sense. Yesterday she'd hurled every insult she could think of at him, and today he claimed he wanted to help? It made much more sense that he was lying and planning to use this opportunity for his own purposes.

No choice. This is my only chance to get better and I must take it. Even if it's a slim chance at best, she told herself.

Besides, she couldn't sink any lower than she already had. There was nothing he could do to her that would make her situation worse. At least, that's what she tried to tell herself as she weighed her only two remaining options.

With this uncertainty, she and Katara returned to the cell to begin planning their next steps with the bloodbender who held her fate in his hands.

Katara would need to explain the situation to Tenzin, who still hadn't informed the authorities about Amon's presence on the island. He'd honored his mother's request to let the former Equalist leader recover fully before turning him in, believing that day was fast approaching. Korra wondered how he'd react to learning that Amon wouldn't be going to jail anytime soon, probably ever. She wasn't naive enough to ignore that any outcome of this journey would involve Amon escaping justice for his crimes.

Their first destination was the Northern Water Tribe, and the most practical way to get there was by ship. A sky bison would be faster, but impractical if they wanted to travel unnoticed. Therefore, they planned using a monthly passenger line from Republic City that took about two weeks to reach the Northern capital.

"You'll also need to use a false identity," Amon said matter-of-factly. He sat cross-legged on his side of the bars while Korra and Katara faced him from the other side.

"What do you mean, false identity?" Korra asked suspiciously.

"You'll need a fake citizen identification card. It might prove useful afterward as well."

The suggestion made her skin crawl. "I'm not going to lie about who I am. I'm not you."

Katara, however, seemed to be considering it seriously. "Why do you think that's necessary?"

"It would be best not to attract unwanted attention to our party," he explained with that same detachment. "While the Avatar is well known in Republic City, I believe that with the right modifications to appearance and clothing, she could pass as someone else. Additionally, if the Avatar cares about her public image, she wouldn't want it known that she's abandoning the city during a crisis."

The casual way he mentioned the city’s situation made Korra’s blood boil. "A crisis you caused," she snapped. She knew there was no point in stirring this up just now, but she couldn’t hear Amon mentioning so casually that the city was in a mess when he was the one to blame for it all.

His eyes fixed on her with sudden intensity, and when he spoke, his voice carried a dangerous edge. "How interesting that you'd claim that, Avatar, given that you did absolutely nothing to help the nonbending citizens of Republic City against their oppressors. The situation the city faces now was inevitable, and is the result of years of abuse and discrimination, regardless of my actions."

"Cut the bullshit! You divided people and created hatred! You bombed the city! How is that not your fault? And don't expect me to believe you actually cared about nonbenders! You're a bender yourself - a bloodbender! All you wanted was to destroy me."

She shot to her feet, breathing hard, but he remained in his seated position, watching her with that infuriating indifference. Katara looked between them with a mixture of concern and curiosity, clearly trying to gauge how dangerous this escalation might become.

"Don't flatter yourself," he said coolly. "You were never the purpose of any of that. Only the means to an end."

She let out a harsh laugh. "Right."

Katara stood as well, glancing between them both. "Perhaps we could return to the matter at hand-"

"Why are you doing this?" Korra cut her off abruptly. "You're not sorry about anything you've done. You still hate my guts. What are your real intentions here?" She squinted down at him, trying to read something - anything - in his expression.

Amon's face was a perfect mask. He remained silent and did not reply.

 

Eventually, Korra found herself reluctantly agreeing that concealing her identity was necessary. They'd leave Air Temple Island the day before the ship's departure, spend the night in Amon's apartment in the city to forge her new documents. He claimed he had all the equipment they'd need there.

Of course he did. A liar and a criminal would.

But that meant that Korra was to stay in his own apartment, with him. As much as the prospect made her skin crawl, another part of her didn't want to leave him unsupervised for too long. Not that she could actually stop him from disappearing for good if he tried, but the illusion of control was better than nothing.

Disappearing for good, or returning to being Republic City's most dangerous criminal. A considerable risk was being taken here, for the sake of Korra's health. She began to doubt if it was worth it, given the slim chance of succeeding. But she reminded herself that with the way his revolution had ended, he'd never regain the support of those who'd seen him as something almost god-like. He couldn't go back to what he was.

On the morning of their departure, she and Katara climbed to the attic one final time. Katara unlocked the cell door and left it open, waiting.

Korra's breath caught as he stepped through. The monster from her nightmares, walking free. She tensed, waiting for something terrible to happen.

Nothing did. He simply stood beside them, silent, waiting.

It was early morning, with the first rays of sunlight just becoming visible on the horizon as they crossed the temple grounds. Korra's heart hammered with each step, as if guards might appear at any moment to stop them. As if they were criminals fleeing the scene.

They took the usual ferry to the city. Amon had the significant advantage that almost no one knew what he actually looked like beneath the mask. So they departed without anyone suspecting a thing.

When they reached the docks of Republic City's port, Katara turned to her for their farewell. Amon had already moved away, standing at the water's edge with his back to them, facing the ocean.

"Is this going to be okay for me?" Korra asked, the question escaping before she could stop it.

Katara's smile was sad but genuine. "I can't know for certain. But I was there when you trained to become the Avatar, and I know this - you're brave and strong. You fight for your goals and achieve them no matter how difficult the path becomes. Knowing you as I do, I believe that yes, things will work out in the end."

Korra glanced briefly at the man who would be her only companion for the foreseeable future. What am I getting myself into?

"It's not just up to me," she whispered.

"I know. But I've spent time with the person you're traveling with. He has a heart, Korra. He can feel and care. Try to understand him. Maybe, eventually, he'll genuinely want to help you."

"Sure," Korra muttered. Katara was being naive again.

The older woman pulled her into a surprisingly fierce hug that conveyed more than words could. When she stepped back, she gave Korra one last encouraging smile. Before she returned to the ferry, the old master addressed the both of them.

"Nothing would make me prouder than knowing you two are working together. I wish you luck on your journey, and I hope to see you both when you've completed it."

As she spoke, her gaze lingered particularly on Amon. Something in his expression may have softened slightly.

The old master boarded the ferry again, and Korra watched gloomily as it started to make its way back to the island. "Goodbye Katara. I'll miss you."
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7. Costume


    
    Since Korra hadn't left the island for almost two months, she didn't know what to expect to see in the city. She'd prepared herself to see evidence of the recent war, damaged buildings, destroyed property maybe, even some leftover machinery from the battles. But to her surprise, Republic City looked exactly as she remembered.

Appearances could be deceiving, though. She knew the situation was far from stable, that a single spark could send everything spiraling into chaos again. The council had lost the people's support entirely - citizens were either furious about how easily it had fallen to the Equalists or frustrated by its complete ineffectiveness in addressing the city's real problems. Criminal activity was at its peak, with remnants of both triads and former Equalists operating in open warfare across certain neighborhoods.

It seemed like another civil war was just a matter of time.

Amon led her through the Dragon Flats borough, into streets that triggered in her an odd sense of familiarity. The buildings, the narrow alleys, Korra knew she'd been here before, but she couldn't place when until they passed a specific warehouse.

Her steps slowed. She and Tarrlok had raided this place. An Equalist training facility, hidden in plain sight.

"Hey, Avatar! Nice to see you for a change!"

Korra jumped. The speaker was a drunken-looking man from the other side of the street.

"Everyone, look! The Avatar's here to save us!" he shouted to the nearly empty street.

She yanked her hood up and quickened her pace, embarrassment burning her cheeks. Coming here in traditional Water Tribe clothing was a bad idea. Amon was right - she needed to learn to hide herself.

They reached an old apartment building and climbed to the second floor, stopping before a wooden door leading to her nemesis's apartment. The place where she'd be spending the night. He unlocked the door with a key he definitely hadn't possessed at the temple, and she followed him inside awkwardly.

Amon glanced around, perhaps reminiscing. "This is where I used to spend a night or two each month, when I needed a break from my role in the movement."

Korra scanned the space. The apartment was as unremarkable as the man himself seemed at first glance. Nothing obviously sinister, just basic furniture and a small kitchen. The only notable thing was a packed bookshelf against one wall, which immediately caught her interest though she decided to investigate it given better timing. She stood awkwardly in the center of the room, trying not to touch anything.

Amon moved to the desk and began pulling items from a drawer.

"First we need to create your identification documents. You'll need to get a photograph taken, then I can finish the paperwork and purchase our ship tickets."

She'd barely had time to process being in this strange space, and he was already diving into logistics. "Where am I supposed to-"

"Walk east to the next corner. There's a bakery we passed, and the photo studio is right beside it. Should be open in about thirty minutes."

Which side is east??

Ugh, I'll just have to find it.

"As I mentioned before, you should consider altering your appearance. Your hairstyle, perhaps. Otherwise you'll remain too recognizable."

While he gave her instructions, she noticed he was simultaneously writing on a small card. Peeking over his shoulder from a careful distance, she saw it was a United Nations identity card with several blank fields. He was filling them out in handwriting so precise it matched the printed text perfectly.

"What name do you want to use?" he asked suddenly, not looking up from his work.

The question startled her. "What do you mean?"

"Something you'll remember easily if questioned."

She considered this for a moment. "Senna?"

He gave her a flat look over his shoulder. "Whose name is that?"

"My mother's," she said defensively. "What's wrong with it?"

He seemed to think this over, his gaze drifting to some invisible point while he weighed the options. "Have you ever mentioned her name in interviews or public statements?"

Korra tried to remember. She'd done very few interviews to begin with. "No, I don't think so."

He proceeded to write the name in that same perfect calligraphy, then picked up the card to examine it from various angles. 

"I don't recall seeing that name in your files," he murmured thoughtfully. "It should work fine, and you'll remember it easily enough."

"What files?"

He still scrutinized the card and compared to another one, that appeared to be featuring a healthier, longer-haired version of himself under what was obviously another false name. When he was done, he passed it to her.

"The Equalists maintained extensive intelligence on anyone we considered an enemy. You can assume you had quite a comprehensive dossier."

"Such an honor," Korra muttered.

She proceeded to examine the unfinished card he handed her. "It says I'm from the Northern Water Tribe," she complained, but when she lifted her head, he'd already left the room.

A minute later Korra heard the shower running, and decided to take advantage of his absence. She quickly changed into something with more Fire Nation styling, better for blending in. When he returned several minutes later, she saw he'd also changed from the clothes he was provided for a casual dark gray tunic.

"You should go now. They'll be open."

The photo session was awkward and strange. She'd braided her hair in her mother's style, which looked weird but would hopefully make her less recognizable. When she returned with the photographs, Amon glanced at them briefly before carefully gluing one to the identification card and sealing it with a transparent layer.

He pocketed both cards and left.

The moment the door closed behind him, Korra released a breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding. So far he'd been almost... normal. But she kept waiting for him to snap, to do something horrible when she least expected it.

As much as she loathed that man, she was determined to try and stay calm around him and do her best not to aggravate him. No more yelling and accusations.

Korra suddenly realized that she was in Amon's apartment, and he wouldn’t be here for at least an hour or so. Her interest was piqued, and with nothing better to occupy herself with, she decided to do some snooping.

The bookshelf was her first stop. Most of the titles were not too surprising - world history, anatomy, chi flow, martial arts texts. But tucked between the serious volumes was one Earth Kingdom cookbook and a few detective novels, one of which she'd actually read herself. Who knew?

Next she investigated the wardrobe. Half the clothes were dark and practical, perfect for stealth and combat. The rest were simple everyday garments that were common among Republic city's worker class, like what he was wearing now. Unlike her own wardrobe, there wasn't a single item in any shade of blue.

Part of her wanted to find some real evidence of his role as the Equalist leader, while another part dreaded what she might discover. But there was no uniform or mask visible, so she moved on to the small kitchen. Unsurprisingly, it seemed to have been barely used recently, with an empty icebox and a dusty stove, so she moved on to the bathroom. 

When she opened the door, some steam and a pleasant scent still lingered in the air. She glanced around the small space until something in the waste bin caught her eye.

Bending down to examine it, she found a small red box that looked relatively new. The glass cover was cracked, revealing the contents inside.

Is that… makeup??

Korra picked it up carefully. It really was, with various shades of red and pink. At first she was confused, then understanding dawned on her.

His fake scars.

She almost laughed at the absurdity of it. Amon, the terrifying revolutionary, had used makeup to fake his fictional disfigurement. It was almost... goofy. Not at all fitting with the terrifying figure who'd taken her bending so cruelly. 

At least he has real scars now, she thought with vicious satisfaction. But the feeling didn't last. An uncomfortable wave of guilt followed as she suddenly remembered those cries she'd overheard weeks ago. There had been maybe one person in the world Amon truly cared about, in his own twisted way. And that person had died because of whatever explosion had left him with those actual scars.

Korra returned to the main room and sat on the narrow bed, scanning the space for anything she might have missed. If he'd used this place as a staging area, he had to keep at least a basic Equalist uniform here somewhere.

An idea struck her. She walked back to the wardrobe, dropped to her hands and knees, and began running her fingers along the bottom panel.

"Aha!"

There was a nearly invisible gap in the wood. She moved the storage boxes covering it and tried lifting the panel with her fingernails. It didn’t work. Nor did applying pressure on one side with the hope that the other would move up. Not giving up, Korra ran to the kitchen and brought two knives to use them as levers. It worked, and slowly, the panel lifted up. Once she placed it away, she bent down to look inside. What she found there made her yelp in horror.

The mask stared back at her - cream and green with that distinct red circle and permanently smirking mouth.

"This isn't real," she whispered to herself, even as she lifted the object with trembling hands.

It was lighter than expected as it was solid wood, not porcelain as she’d thought for some reason. She turned it over, almost afraid of what she'd find.

Nothing. Just the inside of a mask.

It was somewhat soothing to see proof that it was only a mask after all.

But the mask got lost the day he lost his fake identity, so how did it end up here? She reasoned to herself that he probably had a few copies of it, along with his whole uniform, in case it got damaged.

A completely ridiculous idea popped into her head, and before she could think it through, she acted on it. She lifted the mask to her face, then struggled for about a minute with the leather ties until she got them secured behind her head.

Korra rushed to the bathroom and caught sight of herself in the mirror. Her own eyes peered through the mask's eyeholes. Before she realized it, a real, loud laughter burst out of her.

It was the first time she felt so amused in weeks.

Remembering there was more in that hidden compartment, Korra ran back to find the complete Amon uniform - tunic with shoulder pads, boots, forearm guards, everything. She threw it all on and waddled back to the mirror.

She looked absolutely ridiculous with everything way too big on her. But it made it so much more hilarious.

And if she'd thought about it more deeply, she might have realized the reason she needed to goof around with Amon’s clothing was purely psychological. It served as another evidence that the seemingly invincible foe, the first thing she truly feared - was simply made of a costume and a man who played the part. Nothing supernatural.

She was having too much fun striking silly poses in the mirror to notice when the apartment door opened.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          I tried to make this chapter a little lighter. I feel like sometimes the story might be too heavy and it's going to continue being so for a while.

I'd love to read your thoughts and feelings about it in the comments!

        




8. On board


    
    The moment Noatak opened the apartment door, he could sense the Avatar had been going through his belongings.

Walking toward the wardrobe, he stopped short at what greeted him. The hidden lower section had been pried open with obvious force, two kitchen knives abandoned nearby as evidence of the break-in. Inside, his spare mask and uniform were missing, yet he could still sense the Avatar's presence nearby, in the apartment.

What is she doing?

He'd kept that extra set here for emergencies during his time leading the movement, though he'd rarely needed it. Before everything had fallen apart, he'd actually considered disposing of it since it represented evidence that could be easily discovered, as the not-so-bright Avatar had just demonstrated.

As he moved back from the wardrobe, the sound of the bathroom door opening reached him, followed by approaching footsteps.

"AH!!"

The Avatar's piercing scream filled the apartment. Her face was pure terror, eyes nearly popping from their sockets as the mask she'd been holding clattered to the floor.

They both froze, staring at each other across the small space.

Whatever Noatak had expected to find, it wasn't this. He blinked, making sure his eyes weren't deceiving him.

She was wearing his entire uniform, every single piece. All exceptionally unfitting on her, from the shoulder plates hanging down to her elbows to the boots extending up to her thighs, making her look like a child playing dress-up.

There had been very few moments in his adult life when he'd found himself utterly stunned to the point of being incapable of formulating a suitable response to a situation. Witnessing the Avatar wearing his Equalist regalia for reasons he couldn't begin to fathom would seem to be one of them.

The Avatar recovered from the mutual shock first. "I-I didn't mean t-to, I-I'll p-put it back r-right away..." Her cheeks flushed deep red as she hurriedly stripped off each piece of his uniform she had worn over her own, rushing to stuff them back into the hidden compartment along with his mask after a half-hearted attempt at folding. "I-I'll go t-take a shower now."

She fled to the bathroom, the door slamming shut behind her.

Noatak stayed motionless until the sound of running water began, then slowly walked over and sank onto the bed with a long, drawn-out sigh. He'd known that working alongside the Avatar would be challenging, but he'd never imagined having to deal with... whatever this was.

And yet, he found that he couldn't even feel anger about her obvious invasion of his privacy. After everything they'd done to each other, after all the mutual destruction, being upset about such a minor violation seemed almost trivial.

He reminded himself that he could abandon this entire situation whenever he chose. But if he was going to leave, it would be wiser to wait until they were far from the city. That would give him a significant head start and allow him to disappear without relying on his bloodbending.

Rising from the bed, he returned to the wardrobe and crouched beside the mess she'd left. After properly folding the uniform, he carefully placed everything back in its concealed compartment and sealed the panel. Despite his meticulousness, he knew he'd probably never open it again. It was unlikely he'd ever return to this apartment, especially after revealing its location to the Avatar. That didn't concern him. Once he left the city, there would be no reason to ever come back.

 

Seven months later, Noatak would storm into the apartment.

He reached for the closet and opened the hidden compartment that hid his secret. He changed into a simple black undershirt and pants, then pulled on the grey tunic. He clasped all pieces in place and put on the boots. Then, he crouched to pick up his old mask, taking a long moment to study it.

Hesitantly, he lifted it to his face.

On that day, Amon returned to the streets of Republic City.

 

When the Avatar finally emerged from the bathroom, she was still flushed and avoiding eye contact. Noatak provided her with their travel information: the ship would depart at 7:30 the following morning and reach the Northern capital in two weeks. They would stay in separate dormitories ("Good," the Avatar muttered under her breath). He then handed her a simple meal of noodles with seafood that he'd picked up on his way back from the port.

As night fell, he retrieved additional bedding and arranged it on the floor at the far end of the small room. He noticed the Avatar's surprise when he left her the bed.

"Aren't you going to sleep here...?" she asked, standing awkwardly beside the bed. "You're injured, and..." Her voice trailed off.

"Goodnight, Avatar," he said coolly.

She was right, of course. His back was already beginning to throb from the hard floor. But somehow, taking the bed felt wrong under these circumstances.

He rolled onto his side and tried to find sleep.

 

When Noatak woke, darkness still filled the apartment, though occasional bird calls suggested dawn wasn't far off. Faint snores came from across the room where the Avatar lay sprawled across the bed, blankets twisted around her. But he knew it had taken her long hours to fall asleep, almost as long as it had taken him.

He went to the bathroom for a morning routine he'd been deprived of during his recovery: a quick shower, brushing his teeth, shaving. His hair had grown enough that strands poked between his fingers when he ran them through, but there was no point trying to style it yet. Then there was the matter of the fake scar tissue he'd applied before most public appearances. That wasn't necessary anymore. In fact, yesterday he'd impulsively thrown away the only package he'd kept here.

Before dressing, he examined his bare torso in the mirror. He'd barely recovered any weight since waking under Katara's care. As Amon, he'd worked relentlessly to achieve physical prowess that would let him defeat benders without relying on his bloodbending. He'd taken pride in that accomplishment. Now he wondered if he'd ever regain that level of capability, given the lasting effects of his injuries.

He returned to the main room fully dressed for travel, and found the Avatar still in the same position, but there was time yet before she needed to wake. He checked his backpack one final time for clothing and essential equipment. If they were to make it to the North Pole, he'd need a proper parka, which could be purchased in the Northern capital or possibly aboard the ship.

An hour later, he locked the apartment door behind him one last time, and they left for the port.

The port buzzed with its usual morning activity - workers loading and unloading cargo from docked ships while the first fishing boats returned with their catches, filling the air with their distinctive smell. The fact that almost exclusively waterbenders could work those vessels had always angered Noatak.

They located the passenger ship pier, where vessels departed for destinations across three of the four nations. When they reached the correct platform, Noatak handed their tickets and identification cards to the ship's inspector. The Avatar had braided her hair again that morning. Whether it would be enough to pass the inspection remained to be seen.

"Miss Senna... and Mister Kavik?" The inspector glanced briefly at each of them while checking their respective IDs against a passenger manifest. "Going to visit family, are we?"

"How did you know?" Noatak asked impassively, deciding to play along with whatever assumption the man had made.

"Trust me, I've been working this route long enough. I see plenty of young couples like yourselves on this line. It's a Water Tribe thing, don't you think? Take those Fire Nation folks, once they move here, their mama might as well forget they exist! But you Water Tribe people understand the importance of family. I respect that about your culture."

The chatty inspector stamped their tickets and handed them back to an expressionless Noatak. "Enjoy your voyage."

Once they'd boarded and found a relatively isolated spot on deck, Noatak handed the Avatar her ticket and identification. "Well, Avatar. In two weeks."

She didn't leave immediately, watching him for several seconds with her mouth half-open as if she wanted to say something. Whatever it was, she apparently thought better of it. Instead, she nodded and walked away.

 

 

The days that followed offered little to occupy his time. He preferred staying awake at night, spending most of those quiet hours walking the upper deck under the open sky.

One evening, he decided to attempt some chi-blocking forms to test his current physical condition, but quickly discovered that his weakened body couldn't match his muscle memory. His movements were sloppy, his back stiff and lacking flexibility. Nausea rose in his throat, but he tried a few pull-ups on an overhead pipe until his aching back forced him to stop.

Instead, he sat down to watch the night sky.

The northern constellations had climbed much higher than they appeared from Republic City. The vast, endless expanse always gave him perspective. He closed his eyes.

The chilly air was intensifying, another sign they were approaching the Northern Water Tribe. The cold didn't bother him; he'd always been more comfortable in harsh winters than sweltering summers. He'd eventually learned to cope with heat too, especially after spending time in the Si Wong Desert.

Noatak wasn't sure how he'd feel setting foot in his former homeland again. He'd avoided returning for so long, and that place held nothing but memories he'd rather bury forever.

His thoughts kept circling back to the question that had been troubling him: should he continue helping the Avatar? He'd achieved what he wanted by getting away from Republic City. If he chose to disappear now, no one would ever find him.

But did he want that?

He remembered the Avatar's declaration that she was prepared to sacrifice her own life so a proper Avatar could be born. The memory inevitably led to thoughts of how his brother had harmed himself trying to free the world from their curse. He could see his brother's ruined body, floating on the water's surface, arm missing…  Don’t think about that.

Whether the Avatar regained her bending meant nothing to him personally, but for reasons he couldn't fully explain, he felt as if preventing that fate from repeating might somehow ease his guilt over his brother's death.

But if he did help her, how would his former followers feel knowing the Avatar’s bending had been restored? Those brave men and women had risked everything to create a world where non-benders might have a fair chance, and they'd undoubtedly suffered terribly since his downfall. They didn't deserve this one final betrayal.

It wasn't as if they'd know he was responsible. The Avatar had spiritual connections. Theoretically, she could regain her bending through other means.

That would also mean hiding behind lies again.

Being a bloodbender and the son of a notorious criminal meant he could never be completely honest with anyone about himself. He'd been lying about nearly everything since the moment he'd run away from home. People would assume the worst if they knew the truth, so deception had become his only option.

Things were different now with Katara, and even the Avatar. They knew the truth he'd been hiding for years, unfortunately, but that meant he didn't have to maintain elaborate deceptions around them.

Despite everything else, he found it oddly refreshing to have genuine interactions, even when they were built on foundations of distrust and dislike.
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9. Into the Oasis


    
    Korra hated every second of being on that ship. She knew she shouldn't interact with people too much, as there was still the risk that someone from Republic City might recognize her despite her disguise. There was no privacy in the shared women's dormitory, so most of her time was spent in hidden spots on the ship, isolating and brooding.

She wasn't a stranger to isolation, being alone for the better part of two months and barely exchanging more than a few words with anyone. Anyone except Katara. Now, however, she really had no one. She wouldn't have imagined it possible to feel even lonelier.

Amon was nowhere to be seen during the entire journey, which was in one way a relief. But a part of her missed human interaction so much that maybe sharing a few cold words or even arguing might have been better than this complete solitude.

The day before their arrival, the sea around them gradually filled with icebergs and floating ice plates. The temperature dropped significantly, forcing her to dig her parka out of her backpack. Surprisingly enough, the sight of ice and the familiar bite of cold air lifted her spirits. It felt like coming home.

But that nostalgic feeling dimmed the next morning when she saw the Northern Water Tribe capital for the first time in her life. It was massive, far bigger than anything they had in the South.

Access to the city was blocked by seemingly impenetrable icy walls, but as their ship approached, a group of waterbenders created an opening that sealed behind them once they'd passed through. Then they raised the water level, lifting the entire vessel until it reached the city's elevation.

The full view spread before her: towering ice structures, water canals winding through the city like veins, and at the highest point, an enormous complex that could only be the chief's palace. Korra found herself staring in wonder. Her father had described the Northern Water Tribe capital a few times, but he'd never mentioned how breathtaking it actually was.

A loud announcement crackled through the ship's speakers, reminding all passengers to prepare for disembarkation. Korra hurried back to her cabin to grab her backpack before joining the crowds gathering at the exits.

Down at the crowded docks, she looked through the mass of disembarking passengers for any sign of Amon, but he was nowhere to be seen. When it seemed all had got off the ship, her anxiety began rising. Maybe he already headed into the capital? Or maybe he...

"Right here."

That voice.

Korra spun around.

She'd walked right past Amon without even recognizing him. It was immediately obvious why: he was wearing a traditional Water Tribe coat, dark blue with white fur trim.

"Look at you, I can barely recognize you," she said awkwardly, then a grimace passed over her face as she realized she'd just tried to make a joke with Amon. She really was starved for human interaction.

He raised an eyebrow, barely. "The place we need is on the city's outskirts. I suggest we wait until after sunset before attempting to reach it. Our presence there might not be welcomed."

Korra nodded gloomily. She tried to reassure herself that at least here she could talk to ordinary people who weren't her former worst enemy. She wasn't famous enough as the Avatar to be recognized outside Republic City, and she looked like any other local. Her father was from here, after all.

But until then, she was so tired of the silence. "Did you use to live nearby? Your village, I mean - is it close to here?"

Something flickered in his eyes, surprise, maybe. "No, it's quite remote."

"And... did you ever come back to..."

"No." His tone made it clear the subject was closed.

They agreed on a meeting point for after sunset. Until then, Korra decided she desperately needed food. She found her way to the main street, delighted to discover it was crowded with people and packed with local food vendors.

The human interaction and amazing cuisine managed to resurrect her old spirit, at least for one afternoon.

"You can't possibly understand how much I've missed tiger-seal puffs! This is so delicious!”

"Well, I haven't had such an enthusiastic customer in quite some time," laughed an elderly woman at the food stand. "Would you like to try the zebra-whale stew? On the house."

Most people assumed she was local, and she had to reluctantly explain her made up backstory: she was born in the North Pole but raised in Republic City. Some even addressed her in the local language, which she could barely understand. Although a similar dialect was spoken in the Southern Water Tribe, she'd stopped using it after moving to the compound, where she'd been encouraged to speak the universal Earth Kingdom language instead.

When the sun began to set and it was time to meet Amon again, reality came crashing back. Korra suddenly grasped how crucial this evening would be. Would Amon actually try, and succeed, in restoring her waterbending? Everything was happening much too fast to process.

But he'd come this far, right? He had to be planning to at least attempt it, even if his reasons remained a complete mystery to her.

Her stomach knotted, and she started regretting all that food she'd had.

At their meeting point, Amon arrived a few minutes after she did. Without a word, he tilted his head toward the direction he'd come from, away from the populated areas, and started walking. She fell into step behind him.

They'd been walking for several minutes when he finally spoke. "I'm still not entirely certain what I'm supposed to do once we arrive. I can theorize, but it would mean repeating experiments that already failed."

"Maybe this time it'll work because of the spiritual significance of the place," she suggested, though she wondered if it could really be that simple.

They walked in silence through the untrodden snow, their boots sinking with each step and producing sharp crunching sounds, until another massive ice wall became visible in the distance.

"The entrance to the Spirit Oasis is behind the chief's temple," Amon said without breaking stride. "The area doesn't welcome unexpected visitors. Guards are posted throughout the grounds, but I believe we can reach it."

"How could you possibly know that?" Korra asked skeptically. He'd just told her he hadn't been to the North Pole since running away. How could he be so confident about what awaits them and their chances of breaking in?

He gave her a brief flat look. "I spent two hours surveying the area earlier."

Of course he had. While she'd been wandering the main street and trying food from nearly every vendor, Amon had been conducting reconnaissance for tonight's mission. He could have invited her along, if he wanted to, but he probably preferred working alone anyway.

When they reached the wall, Amon approached and placed his palm flat against the ice, his eyes closing in concentration. After several seconds, he moved along its length, stopping periodically to repeat the process.

Eventually, he pulled his hand back and a perfectly circular hole appeared in the ice, just large enough for them to pass through.

"What are you doing?" Korra hissed. "You just said there are guards on the other side."

"They aren't here. Get in."

Korra's eyes narrowed. He used his bloodbending to sense exactly where the guards were positioned, then breached the wall at the one spot they wouldn't see. 

She climbed through the opening into the temple grounds, and he followed close behind. When she glanced back, the ice was already sealing itself seamlessly, leaving no trace of their entry. Amon hadn't even moved his hands, but she knew he was responsible.

"So no qualms about bending, huh?" The bitter words slipped out before she could stop them, and she regretted them at once. She knew she needed to keep her emotions in check around him, especially now when everything depended on his cooperation.

Amon gave her a sidelong look, and his reply carried his familiar icy edge. "Don't grow accustomed to me bending for your benefit, Avatar."

Korra stood frozen. But then he turned and moved forward, and after a moment she realized he expected her to follow.

She did, trailing him toward what turned out to be a tunnel entrance. The moment they stepped inside, the thundering roar of cascading water filled the narrow space. After a minute they emerged on the other side, and the sight that was revealed before her was absolutely mesmerizing.

A magnificent waterfall fed into a crystalline lake, and at its center sat a small island almost completely covered in impossible lush grass that had no business existing in this frozen climate. Two elegant bridges extended from opposite sides of the lake to the island, where an ancient gate stood.

"It's so warm in here," Korra whispered in amazement.

Despite her companion and the circumstances, she felt genuinely grateful for the chance to see this place. After all, less than a year ago, she'd never left the South Pole.

They crossed one of the bridges onto the grass-covered island, and that's when she noticed what she'd missed at first glance. In front of the ancient gate was a small pond where two koi fish swam in endless, hypnotic circles around each other.

As she watched their mesmerizing dance, she had the strangest feeling that she'd been here before.

"Yue..." she murmured.

Korra turned towards Amon. He was also standing by the pond, studying the same sight with an unreadable expression.

"Have you heard the story of Yue and the moon spirit?" The question surprised her even as she asked it, but something about the moment felt significant in ways she couldn't explain.

He glanced at her. "There isn't a child who grew up here and hasn't heard it." After a pause, he added in a voice so quiet she had to strain to hear it: "My mother used to tell us that story."

Korra stared at him, startled by the personal confession. Since when did Amon talk about his mother?

A wild idea suddenly occurred to her, something that could almost be described as crazy. But she dismissed it immediately. If it were important to him, he would do it without her suggesting anything.

Korra realized she'd been staring at him for too long when he glanced her way again. She cleared her throat awkwardly.

"Shall we...?"

"Yes."

He's really going to do this, she thought in disbelief. How? Why?

He approached to stand directly in front of her, but when he took a step too close, she instinctively backed away. He stopped his advance.

"I need access to your forehead," he said.

Hesitantly, she closed the distance between them. "I'm not kneeling."

"You don't need to."

She knew that every time he'd used his technique on benders, he'd forced them into that humiliating kneeling position while gripping them by the neck - exactly as he'd done to her. But now she realized that position was only necessary to prevent his victims from escaping their fate. The difference this time was that she was allowing him to touch her willingly.

A terrifying thought struck her as his hand rose toward her face. What if this was all an elaborate trap? What if he used this opportunity to finish what he'd started, to destroy her completely?

But even as the fear coursed through her, Katara's words surfaced. If he'd wanted to harm her, he'd had countless opportunities without traveling across the world to do it. For whatever reason, he might be really trying to do it.

When his thumb pressed against her forehead, she couldn't suppress the full-body shudder that ran through her. Every muscle tensed as she fought the urge to pull away, to run, to do anything other than stand there and trust that cruel man who might be her last hope.

At first nothing happened, and she wondered if he was giving her time to prepare mentally.

Then she felt it - that horrible, invasive sensation of something unnatural moving inside her skull, probing deep into her brain where no foreign presence should ever reach. Her jaw clenched so hard that it ached, and despite her best efforts, tears welled up behind her tightly closed eyes before spilling down her cheeks.

At some point, she realized his contact was lasting much longer than before, so much longer than when he'd taken her bending.

Yet nothing felt different.

Her eyes cracked open, and she gazed up at him. His eyes were squeezed shut, his brow furrowed in intense concentration, tiny beads of sweat forming on his temples despite the cool air.

Shifting her gaze downward to the koi fish, she saw that the scene playing out above them hadn't affected their perpetual motion.

Eventually, Amon dropped his hand and stepped backward, breathing slightly harder than usual.

When his eyes found hers, she knew the truth before he had to say it.

It didn’t work.
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10. It's over


    
    Korra stood there, eyes fixed on the ground, unshed tears blurring her vision.

Why did it fail?

Was he bluffing? Oddly enough it didn’t seem like it.

Was there something else?

A sound made her look up. Amon was lifting his backpack from the grass, hoisting it onto his shoulder. Getting ready to leave.

No.

She can't let him leave. If he's gone, she's doomed.

"Amon, wait!"

He turned, those pale eyes fixing on her with that familiar cold assessment. Her throat tightened.

"Maybe we missed something, don’t go just yet," she said quickly, the words tumbling out. "I know! We're in a spiritual site, maybe I could use it to contact Aang again! I'll ask him what went wrong."

He remained motionless, silent. But he didn't turn away.

She hated this. Hated having to beg him, hated being so completely dependent on supposed goodwill. But this was her last and only chance before all hope was gone, so she swallowed her pride.

"Give me a chance to talk to him," she pleaded. "Just... don't leave. Please."

His eyes widened momentarily. Then he gave a single curt nod.

Korra sighed in relief. Let's do this.

She settled cross-legged on the grass in front of the pond and closed her eyes, trying to recreate whatever had allowed her to connect with Aang before. The first time, she'd found unexpected peace watching the stars despite everything falling apart around her. She needed something to anchor her, something calming.

Her eyes opened, and the answer was right in front of her. The koi fish.

She watched their complementary dance, the way they moved around each other in perfect harmony. Tui and La. The moon and the ocean. Complementary forces that had helped the previous Avatar throughout his journey. She stared until the two fish began to blur together, becoming one...

Korra gasped. The familiar sensation of displacement hit her, and the next moment, she was floating in that dark void again.

"Aang!"

The orange-robed figure materialized before her. This time, she managed to carefully rise to her feet without losing her balance.

"Korra, it's good to see you." Her predecessor's smile was genuine and warm. "I'm glad to see you made it successfully to the North Pole."

"Don't celebrate yet," Korra said, bitterness seeping into her voice. "Even though Katara somehow convinced Amon to come, we traveled all the way here, made it to the Spirit Oasis - we still failed, and I don't understand why!"

"Yes, but I believe you're missing one crucial piece for a successful restoration," Aang said gently. "Do you remember what I told you about needing a connection to the element?"

"Of course I remember - and Amon is a master waterbender, even if he's spent years pretending to hate bending," Korra said desperately.

"True, but mastery isn't what's required here. In fact, technical skill isn't even necessary. What you need is something else entirely, though I believe you can figure it out."

"Aang, if I could figure it out myself, I wouldn't be this desperate!" Her patience was wearing dangerously thin with these cryptic non-answers.

His expression remained patient. "Okay, let me offer you a hint. Could a lone person survive on their own in the polar regions?"

Was he seriously asking her riddles right now?

Korra forced herself to take a slow breath. "Theoretically, yes. But they'd have to hunt their own food, gather firewood, find freshwater - which is nearly impossible without waterbending all alone. It wouldn't be an easy life at all." She paused, trying to see where he was leading her. "What's your point?"

"I'm pointing you toward one of the most fundamental values in Water Tribe culture."

Understanding dawned on her. "Community and family! Just like that ticket guy said, we cherish our family."

"Exactly," Aang said, his face lighting up with approval.

“But Amon has cut every connection he had to his home, to his people. So... does that mean he can't perform the task? Unless… what exactly do you want me to do Aang?"

"I've shared my suspicions with you, Korra. Beyond that, I don't necessarily know more than you do."

"Okay, but I can still ask for your advice, right?" Korra asked.

"Always."

Her mind was racing now. "I think… Maybe he has to come back to his home, his village," she mused aloud. "It could make a difference."

Aang nodded in approval. "That could very well help."

But when she thought it over, Korra realized just how crazy the idea was. Throwing her hands in the air, she said: "But Aang, that's insane! You should have heard him when I asked if he ever came back there. He wants nothing to do with it and would never go there because it could possibly help me!"

"I know this won't be easy," Aang said with genuine sympathy. "But you have to try. And there's something else you should know. The technique is likely so advanced that it can only be performed during the full moon, even for someone with his abilities."

"You mean we might have to stay here for even longer?!"

"And one last thing." His expression grew serious. "The fact that he came here and attempted to help doesn't mean he's fully committed to seeing this through.”

Why was it that every time she spoke to Aang, instead of getting satisfying answers she felt even more hopeless?

"I know he can't be trusted, but what can I do about that?" Korra asked desperately.

"I have only one suggestion – make him want to help you. Try to create a bond, even friendship. Your ability to connect to people is one of your greatest assets, after all."

Katara had said something similar in their farewell. And just like then, Korra couldn't suppress her sarcasm. "Right. I'll get right on befriending the man who destroyed my life."

Aang's form was already beginning to fade at the edges, and Korra's heart sank when she realized that their time was up. He spoke, his voice grew more distant with each word. "This is all I can offer for now, Korra. I wish you good luck, and remember - I can always be found when you truly need me."

Once he disappeared completely, the support beneath her feet dropped, and with a yell, she fell into this endless empty space.

Korra gasped awake, her body jolting back to the present. For several moments she sat there breathing hard, heart racing from the abrupt return to her physical form.

After recovering from the shock of having once again left her body to talk to her predecessor, she looked around for Amon, but he was nowhere to be seen. Panic shot through her chest and she got to her feet too quickly, black spots popping into her vision.

He was just behind her, leaning against one of the pillars of the gate, arms crossed over his chest. The tension in her body eased slightly.

"You probably won't believe me," she said, still catching her breath, "but I did speak with Aang again."

"I believe you." Her eyebrows shot up. "Your eyes were glowing the entire time,” he added.

Warm pride filled her chest, or maybe just relief that something had gone right for once. This was the first time that had happened, or maybe even the second!

"Well," she said, feeling slightly more confident, "Aang suggested that the full moon might be necessary for this kind of advanced bending, even for you."

She decided she wasn't going to tell him about the more important thing Aang had mentioned because he would never agree just like that. This had to be approached from a different angle. After Amon’s surprising statement about his mother, Korra came up with an idea that she never intended to suggest. But now it seemed to be her only choice.

"The full moon," he repeated flatly. "That's three weeks from now."

"Is it...?"

A painful silence stretched. It was clear he wasn't enthusiastic about staying here for so long, and he would never do it for her sake. That was why she needed to provide him with a reason to stay, and thus accomplish the other requirement Aang had told her about.

Korra tried to muster the courage for what she was about to say.

"Have you ever wondered what happened to your family after you left?"

Amon's eyes narrowed dangerously. "I don't see how that concerns you."

The icy tone would have made her back down, but too much was at stake now. "Well, I know, at least some of it," she continued, striving to keep her voice stable. "Tarrlok told me that your father stopped training him because he gave up on his revenge with you gone. In fact, your father died only a few years after you ran away."

Shock flickered in his eyes, so fleeting that she thought she might have imagined it. The next moment his expression was blank, devoid of any trace of emotion. But Korra wasn't fooled. It was clear Amon never knew about his own father's death.

"What does this have to do with anything?" His voice was flat, emotionless.

"The thing is, Tarrlok never mentioned your mother," she continued, her voice gentler now. "And I think she might still be out there. And if she is..." Korra took a deep breath. "She deserves to know about Tarrlok. We could use this time to find her, to tell her what happened."

He stared at her for a long moment, those pale blue eyes seeming to look right through her. "Why would you care?"

Her skin crawled at his even darker tone. This wasn't going well, it was obvious. But she answered anyway, hoping her argument was compelling enough.

"I care because I actually knew the guy. He died while under Katara's and my care, and I don't think his death was ever made public." She held gaze, trying not to look away from the frosty stare. "Think about it, he probably visited her regularly all these years. She might still be waiting for him to come home. We have to tell her."

 

~*~*~

 

The Avatar wasn't telling him everything, that much was clear from every tell she foolishly presented. Whatever her real motivation was, it had nothing to do with this ludicrous attempt of showing concern.

But even if her intentions had been genuine, did she actually expect him to return to that place? Just being here was almost unbearable. Coming back to that place was… unthinkable.

Noatak knew he would never set foot there again.

"How thoughtful of you to be so concerned," he said. "But I won't be joining you on this touching endeavor. You're welcome to make that journey on your own."

The Avatar looked as if he'd slapped her. But just as in every previous confrontation, fury quickly replaced the hurt, and she lashed out without thinking.

"You're just scared, aren't you?" she snapped. "The great Amon, terrified of going home."

"Think whatever you like."

He'd learned his lesson about letting her provoke him again. Last time it had cost him everything.

The Avatar seemed to catch herself, clearly struggling to find a different approach. When she spoke again, her voice was more controlled, almost pleading. "Look, I know you want to leave and move on with your life, whatever that looks like now. But maybe you could try doing the right thing here, even if it's hard."

Her attempt at manipulation was clumsy at best. Beyond her obvious lack of charisma or persuasive skill, Noatak was perceptive enough to identify a fundamental flaw in her reasoning.

"Why are those the only choices?” he asked. “Why isn't there a third choice, to simply wait here until the next full moon? You're not being truthful with me, Avatar."

The way she flinched and looked away told him he'd hit his target.

"Fine, you're right." The words came out quiet, deflated. "Aang said we need to go to your village for this to work." She swallowed, then her voice found its footing again. "But what I said about your mother's still true! She really deserves to know what happened to her son."

Noatak had heard enough. This entire conversation had been nothing but a poorly executed attempt to manipulate him into doing what she wanted. He'd already done more than enough - he'd kept his word and attempted to restore her waterbending. Over the past few days, he'd reconciled himself to attempting to repair just this one element for her. If it had somehow worked, she could have continued her life with waterbending and airbending, and his conscience would be clear.

But it had failed, exactly as he'd suspected it would from the beginning.

It was time for him to leave.

He picked up his pack again and slung it over his shoulder. "It’s over, Avatar. I'm leaving. You can come with me or find your own way out."

It was more consideration than she deserved, given that she'd probably struggle to leave this guarded place undetected.

"What are you...?"

But he was already walking away, his boots echoing on the wooden bridge. Behind him, she screamed.

"GO AWAY, YOU COWARD!"

The sound of her sobbing followed him as he entered the tunnel. Even with the walls muffling her voice, he could still make out the words between her wails.

"I fucking hate you... you monster."
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11. Demons
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    That night, Noatak shaped an igloo from the surrounding snow with waterbending. Inside, he raised an elevated sleeping platform and lay down fully clothed.

He hated how this place forced him to rely on his bending time after time. It was too easy to give in to temptation here, but that wouldn't last for long. Soon, he'd leave the Northern Water Tribe behind for good.

He should have been planning his next move, deciding where to go from here. For the first time in months, he was genuinely free. No one to answer to, no self imposed responsibilities binding him to anyone or anything.

He tried to be joyful, tried to cherish the fact that he had another chance to start over. He’d been happy, truly happy when he was in a similar situation just over two months ago, with his brother by his side. How could he be joyful now, knowing how that opportunity has ended? 

Besides, he still had no clear idea what he actually wanted. But one thing would remain the same - every potential path forward would require the same tools he'd used for years: deception, fabrication, carefully constructed lies. He'd need to become a man with no history, no family. No fallen revolution, no brother who'd tried to end both their lives, no mother who might still be alive, still believing one son was alive and the other had been dead for seventeen years.

All of it would need to be buried if he wanted any chance at a new beginning.

Maybe there was something he could do to seal this part of his life forever.

The realization struck him like lightning, and Noatak sat up abruptly in the darkness.

He could remove his own bending.

Being a non-bender was something he'd always aspired to. His abilities served no purpose in the world anymore, and without them, he could be a better man. This would be true freedom.

Slowly, hesitantly, he raised his thumb to his forehead and closed his eyes.

He could feel the chi paths within himself, the same network he'd severed in countless other benders. It should be simple - one precise cut and it would be over with no side effects. And there was no going back.

His hand trembled.

With a frustrated sigh, he lowered his arm.

He needed sleep. Tomorrow he'd be clear-headed enough to make that decision.

 

***

"It will be just like the good old days."

He knew what was happening and had decided to accept it. But his cursed bending betrayed him once again. Pure instinct took over, and he seized control of the surrounding water, creating a shield to protect them both.

The explosion was deafening. Fire erupted everywhere.

Heat seared across his back like liquid fire. Something sharp punched through his shoulder, his ribs, tearing cloth and skin alike. The force hurled him sideways, and then he was falling.

Salt flooded his mouth as he plunged beneath the surface. His lungs burned, screaming for air. He frantically bent the water around and propelled himself upward. As his head breached the surface of the water and he took a desperate breath, he realized he was alive.

"TARRLOK!"

The constant ringing in his ears made it hard to hear his own voice. When he opened his eyes which were miraculously intact, he immediately saw the burning wreckage of what had been their vessel. Next to it floated an unmoving figure in water that was rapidly turning red.

"TARRLOK!"

He bent the water around him, propelling himself toward his brother with desperate speed.

"Please be alive..." he begged, dreading what he'd find.

His brother's face was submerged.

"No..."

His hands shook as he turned his brother over. The thing that looked back at him barely resembled a human face. Where Tarrlok's right arm should have been, white bone jutted through a ragged stump of meat and sinew.

For a moment, Noatak's mind simply refused to process what his eyes were showing him.

He almost succumbed to the shock that rooted him in place, until a small voice in the back of his mind cut through the horror:

If you don't do something now, he's as good as dead.

He bent the water from his brother's lungs, then used bloodbending to massage his heart and circulate blood through his body while preventing it from flowing to the countless open wounds.

"Brother, wake up, please..."

A small breath rattled from his brother's former lips.

"Thank the spirits!" Relief flooded through him, and he laughed - actually laughed - as tears fell down his face.

Somehow he managed to drag them both onto a floating piece of the hull, his muscles screaming with every movement. Blood from his own wounds painted the makeshift raft, but he ignored it, focusing only on his brother.

Noatak then attempted something he'd never really learned. He extracted fresh water from the humid air, then wrapped his brother's body with it, and the water glowed.

To his amazement, something happened. The bleeding slowed, some of the smaller burns began to close.

But eventually, his chi ran dry. His hands fell to his sides, trembling with exhaustion.

All he could do now was stare.

My brother did this to himself because of me.

A sound escaped his throat, high and broken. Then another.

The crushing weight of grief and guilt overwhelmed him, and he sobbed until he passed out of complete exhaustion.

 

***

Noatak's eyes flew open.

He was shaking uncontrollably, his face covered in cold sweat, heart hammering against his ribs.

That dream again.

Only that it wasn’t just a dream. It was the vivid memory of the most horrible experience of his life.

He sat up and buried his face in his hands, trying to steady his breathing as the images continued flashing behind his closed eyes. Tarrlok's ruined face. The taste of salt and blood. The feeling of his brother's broken body as he'd dragged him onto that makeshift raft.

Stop. Just stop.

How naive had he been to think he could simply walk away from everything? To believe that starting over would somehow erase what he'd done? He should have known this would follow him wherever he went, that it would haunt him until his last breath.

He gritted his teeth and pressed his palms harder against his eyes, as if he could physically block out the visions. But it was useless. The guilt was a living thing inside his chest, growing heavier with each breath.

If his followers could see him now... They'd never believe this trembling wreck in an icy shelter had once been their unshakeable leader. He missed the mask more than ever. Behind it, he was detached, he felt nothing beyond cold purpose.

Noatak sat there for what felt like hours, trapped in the endless torture of his own thoughts, when something unexpected happened. From the darkest depths of his despair, a single thread of hope emerged.

Maybe there was a way to ease this guilt.

There was an opportunity that had been presented to him, one he hadn’t given any thought to. A way to reach out to the last remaining piece of his broken family, to tell her what happened, to fix the little that could be salvaged.

The path forward materialized in his mind with surprising clarity, but he was self-aware enough to admit that with his demons, he couldn’t do it alone.

 

The sun hadn't yet risen when Noatak made his way back to the Spirit Oasis. He moved through the tunnel cautiously, extending his senses to check for any nearby presence. When the passage opened onto the island with its sacred pond, he immediately noticed what he'd expected but hoped he wouldn't find.

The Avatar was gone.

He expanded his search, using bloodbending to sense for her heartbeat in the surrounding area, but she was nowhere to be detected. She couldn't have escaped on her own, that he was cerain of. She hadn’t kept quiet when he'd left her, and trespassing in this sacred place was a serious crime. She'd either been caught trying to leave or discovered here by temple guards.

Either way, she was almost certainly imprisoned by now.

He paused to consider his options. Breaking someone out of a Northern Water Tribe prison wouldn't be easy, but he'd planned and executed similar operations with his Equalists. He was considerably weaker than he'd been then, but if he relied on his bending for this one mission, he might be able to pull it off.

The question was whether he wanted to go to such lengths for her. She was the Avatar, after all.

As if to counter his doubts, the determined words of a certain elderly waterbending master surfaced in his mind.

"I want your word that whatever happens, Korra will remain safe."

"You have my word that no harm will come to the Avatar."

Although he'd never promised to help the Avatar all the way through, if he intended to keep his word, he couldn't abandon her to an even worse situation. And these efforts wouldn't be for her sake. He'd decided to try making things right, and he genuinely needed her for that. This would benefit him as much as it did her.

A few minutes later, Noatak emerged from the tunnel but remained within the temple grounds. Using his enhanced senses, he searched for the nearest guard patrolling the perimeter.

There - just around the corner of the wall, a single one, walking alone.

Noatak positioned himself behind an ice-covered building and waited. He could track the guard's approach as the man followed his regular patrol route, walking directly into the trap.

When the guard came into view, Noatak struck. He used the snow beneath the man's feet to encase him in ice up to his mouth, the attack so swift the guard had no time to cry out or resist.

After confirming no one else was nearby, Noatak approached. As he walked, he bent a small amount of snow into a sharp, gleaming blade. The guard's eyes went wide with terror.

"When I free your mouth," he said calmly, studying the blade with casual interest, "you won't alert the others. Understood?"

The guard could barely move, but he managed a frantic nod.

"Please! I'll cooperate, just don't hurt me! Please!" The words tumbled out the moment the ice no longer covered his mouth.

Noatak examined him more closely. He was very young, little more than a boy, with tears forming at the edges of his dark blue eyes.

"I need to know if a young woman was found here tonight," he said, his voice remaining perfectly calm.

"Yes! Old Kalinak the priest found her in the Spirit Oasis and ran to tell us immediately! She was taken to the Chief's prison in the capital, I think!" the young guard answered desperately.

"When?"

"About three hours ago, maybe more. I'm not sure. She must be there by now. I-In the capital’s prison I mean. But I don't know what they'll do to her. No one ever enters the sacred spaces without permission."

Noatak had already made his decision to proceed, so he needed one more thing before leaving.

"Is there a heated building nearby?"

The question clearly confused the guard. "There's the patrol hut, right over there." He nodded toward a small structure near the wall. "But why?"

"Because I need your uniform, and I'm not going to give you any clothing in exchange."

Noatak dropped the ice blade and bent away all the restraints holding the guard, but before the younger man could even blink, Noatak struck the pressure points that would render him unconscious
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12. Escape
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    "Avatar."

She had the faintest awareness that someone was calling her, but couldn't care less.

"Avatar. Wake up."

No.

She rolled to the other side, away from that voice.

"Avatar. Get up now." 

The sharp urgency in the tone dragged her back to consciousness. Her eyes opened reluctantly, swollen and burning. She stared at the wall for a moment, then turned her head. The cell came into focus slowly: the bars, the dim light, and beyond them, a figure in a guard's uniform.

Him.

The first thought that came to her mind was how the hell did he get in there. The second thought that he was the biggest asshole on earth.

"What do you want?" The growled words scraped against her raw throat.

"For you to get out of here. Get up."

"No."

Silence stretched between them. 

"No what?"

"I'm not going anywhere with you." She turned her face away. "Leave."

His response was barely audible, a controlled exhale that conveyed equally frustration and tiredness. "Don't be foolish."

She heard him move closer, heard the quiet scrape of metal on metal as he worked the lock. The sound pulled her gaze back despite herself. Even that small movement hurt - her body felt stiff and heavy with the weight of too many tears and too little sleep.

"Why are you even here?" she demanded as a loud click announced the lock was picked. 

His hands stilled. For a heartbeat, maybe two, he didn't answer. "I..." Was he actually struggling for words? "Contrary to what I said yesterday, I'm willing to go to Kipnuk," he finished.

Her eyes narrowed. "Go where?"

Amon looked at her flatly. "The village I'm from."

"Oh. Oh!"

But then she was glaring at him again. "How can I trust you? You're just going to abandon me again, this time in the middle of the tundra."

"You can't." He said it like he was stating a fact about the weather. "And nothing I say will change that. So follow your instincts, but make your choice quickly."

"My instincts tell me to kick you in the-" She fell silent as the distant sound of conversation reached them from the corridor. 

They both froze.

She held her breath during the few seconds it took for the voices to pass by the door, only relaxing once the sounds began to fade. 

"Well?" His quiet prompt made her heart jump. Her eyes found him again, now holding the cell door wide open, waiting.

Despite every angry impulse screaming at her to tell him exactly where he could shove his offer, Korra had to accept, again, that this was the lesser of two evils. She got to her feet and begrudgingly joined him in the corridor.

"I'm going to use waterbending to restrain your hands," he informed her as they began walking. "It's standard procedure here, and we'll draw less attention this way."

She nodded stiffly and winced slightly as water snaked around her wrists, but the hold wasn't tight.

He led her through the prison corridors with the confidence of someone who belonged there. It was easy to forget they were still in the Northern Water Tribe, since this was probably the only building in the entire capital that wasn't constructed from ice.

Meanwhile, Korra was desperately trying to make sense of what the hell was happening. Just hours ago she'd been sobbing her heart out, cursing him endlessly, convinced this was the end of her. When the guards had found her at the Spirit Oasis and dragged her here, she'd simply stopped caring about anything. But now he was back, breaking her out of prison, no less, for reasons she couldn't even began to guess.

"Hey!"

They both turned to see another guard approaching. Korra felt her muscles tense instinctively.

"Don't do anything," Amon warned her in a whisper.

"Where are you taking this prisoner?" The guard's eyes narrowed as he closed the distance between them. "I was told it's forbidden to move her until the investigation."

"I'm escorting her to the secured investigation room on the first floor," Amon replied with natural authority. "The Chief requested an immediate personal questioning."

The guard's frown deepened. "Why wasn't I informed about this? I received orders ten minutes ago to keep her in her cell."

"This came directly from the Chief just now, once he got word," Amon said. "The prisoner breached the Spirit Oasis. Given what happened there during the Hundred Year War, he's not taking any chances."

"Oh." The guard's posture relaxed slightly. "So when will Chief Unalaq be arriving?"

"Once the prisoner is safely secured in the room," Amon replied with a subtle hint of impatience.

"Right, sorry for holding you up." The guard stepped back. "Go ahead." 

The water cuffs pulled at her wrists as they turned away. Korra didn't allow herself to breathe properly until they'd rounded the corner into the next corridor.

"You made all that up, right?" Korra whispered once they were a safe distance away.

"Partially. The Chief was indeed informed, and the breach caused some real concern," he said, taking a turn to a wider corridor. "They think you had an accomplice, since they assume you’re a non-bender. You were to undergo a full investigation."

The implications hit her like ice water. "The Chief knows... Oh hell." she muttered to herself. Chief Unalaq was her uncle, and he would have recognized her the moment he laid eyes on her. And what would she have done during an interrogation? She didn't want to consider what might have happened if Amon hadn’t arrived on time. Or at all.

He stopped at a door and opened it. "You'll find another guard uniform inside. Change into it and leave your clothing behind. Knock when you're finished." The door closed before she could respond.

When she emerged wearing the badly-fitting uniform, he gave her a quick assessment. "Keep your hood up and try to hide your face as much as possible. There are no female guards in this facility."

When they finally exited the building, Korra was nearly blinded by sunlight reflecting off endless snow. How long had she been in that windowless cell?

The exit inspection went smoothly, thanks to Amon's confidence in the role carrying them through. Once they were clear of the prison grounds, Korra let out a breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding.

They walked through the city streets for perhaps two minutes before Amon suddenly stopped. His hand shot out, ignoring her cry of protest as he gripped her forearm tightly.

"Run!"

They dashed together, zigzagging through narrow streets, leaping over small canals until the buildings thinned and they reached the city's outskirts.

He released her the moment they stopped. She immediately stepped back, putting distance between them.

"What was that about?" she demanded.

Unlike her, he was breathing hard. "A large group was leaving the prison," he said eventually. "I assumed they'd discovered the deception."

A spike of fear shot through her, but they'd made it out. They were safe. For now.

But there was something she needed to understand more than the narrow escape. "Why did you even come back?" she demanded. "This is the second time it happens. You tell me to get lost, then you turn around and help me anyway."

He didn't answer. Instead, he bent the snow at their feet into a sphere of water and held it toward her, not quite meeting her eyes.

"To wash your face."

She stared at the offered water, then at him. "What?"

"You look conspicuous," he said simply.

Korra caught sight of her reflection in the water he was maintaining and realized how much he was right - she was a complete disaster, tear-stained and disheveled. Reluctantly, she cupped her hands and used the water to clean her face, noting how it remained comfortably warm despite the frigid air.

Meanwhile, she stole glances at him more closely and noticed he didn't look much better himself. His eyes were bloodshot with dark circles underneath, and stubble covered his jaw and chin.

"Whatever happened to not bending for me?" she said mockingly, not feeling like guarding herself around him as much as before.

A muscle twitched in his jaw. “The circumstances require compromises.”

Korra felt a small surge of satisfaction. Every time he used waterbending oddly felt like a small victory, and she enjoyed those little glimpses of his discomfort.

She freed her hair from its tangled ponytails and attempted to comb it with her fingers before retying it in her usual style. It wasn't nearly enough - she was still a complete mess and wanted nothing more than a hot shower and a full day of sleep after the past twenty-four hours, but it would have to do.

"You still didn't answer my question," she pressed. "Why did you do this?"

He was quiet for a long moment, seeming to genuinely weigh his words. "I reconsidered the situation and decided this approach was preferable to the alternatives.”

It wasn't an answer to anything. Did he care about the mission after all? She had a hard time believing that he did. Had she somehow convinced him with her miserable attempt yesterday? And if so, why come back to take her with him, going so far as to break her out of prison?

Korra decided not to push for more details. With him, she'd learned, you could get better answers talking to a wall.

Amon retrieved his belongings from wherever he'd stashed them and changed back into his parka. Korra's backpack was left behind at the Spirit Oasis, probably sitting in an evidence room somewhere. Thankfully, he'd managed to think about this in advance and got another parka for her to replace the overlarge uniform. 

As Korra put on the new parka, she felt a pang of loss. Her original had been uniquely hers and given to her by her father shortly before she'd left for Republic City.

"So how exactly are we getting to your village?" she asked, trying to focus on practical matters. "You said it was remote."

"We'll rent a dog sled."

There was apparently a well-known place in the capital that offered such services. When they found it, Korra walked up to the counter with confidence.

"Hello, we need to rent a sled and dogs for a few days' journey." She glanced at Amon. "How long will we need it?"

But the middle-aged woman behind the counter looked bewildered and shook her head apologetically.

"No understand."

"Oh, no…" Korra muttered. Even though most people in the capital spoke the common tongue, it made sense that some of the older generation didn't.

She was considering how to communicate through gestures when Amon stepped forward and addressed the woman in fluent Water Tribe dialect. The woman's face brightened with relief, and she responded enthusiastically, speaking rapidly and gesturing animatedly.

Korra found herself staring at him throughout the entire exchange. It made sense, in retrospect, that he would know the language. Hell, it was probably his mother tongue. But it was so strange to hear him speak it, pronouncing the harsh consonants perfectly, his accent natural.

"We have a problem," he told her once the conversation ended. "She doesn't have enough dogs available for rental right now. They're all out with other customers."

Korra thought for a moment, then allowed herself a calculating smile. "I think I have a solution."

She stepped back to the counter, pointed directly at him, and said two of the few Water Tribe words she actually remembered: "He waterbender."

The woman smiled and said something to Amon, who looked considerably less pleased by this development.

"Manipulative, Avatar," he said under his breath.

Once all the arrangements were finalized, the woman gestured for them to come with her to get the sled.

"How is it that you don't speak the Water Tribe language?" he asked as they followed the woman through the snow.

The question touched on something that had always been a minor source of embarrassment for her. "I understand some words, but I stopped using it when I was very young. After I was taken to the White Lotus compound, they made me speak the Earth Kingdom language instead."

He made a quiet sound that might have been understanding. "When did your training begin?"

"I left home when I was five."

His pace faltered almost imperceptibly. "You were five when you began formal Avatar training?"

"Yeah, but I knew I was the Avatar even before that. I was bending three elements by the time I was four."

The silence that followed stretched long.

"Did you have any childhood… at all?" The question came out so differently than his usual tone. Was that merely her imagination, or did he sound troubled? Not to mention that he never asked her any personal questions before, which was already odd in itself.

"Not really, but it was a sacrifice I had to make. I am the Avatar." Until you came along, she added silently.

The woman stopped at a sturdy sled already loaded with supplies, sleeping bags, even a compass and map. She gestured at various features while speaking in rapid dialect, and Amon responded with brief nods and short replies.

Shortly later, he motioned for Korra to climb aboard. The woman waved them off, and the sled lurched forward into the endless white wilderness.
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13. Homecoming


    
    Three days of travel had left Korra numb with cold and Amon's mood became increasingly frostier. She spent most of her time huddled in the sled, shielding herself from the biting wind. The cold wasn't the worst part though, but knowing she should be handling it much better than this. She was from the South Pole, for spirits' sake. The months in Republic City must have softened her more than she'd realized.

When a cluster of shapes finally emerged from the endless white, relief flooded through her. About time. The weather was getting worse by the hour, and she wasn't sure they could have lasted much longer in the open.

As they drew closer, the village of Kipnuk came gradually into focus. It was small, with a few dozens huts, all built in the same traditional style - modest, dome-shaped structures scattered across a plane between white hills.

Korra glanced at Amon. He stood completely exposed to the wind as he guided their sled. His entire body was wrapped against the cold, hood pulled low, a scarf covering most of his face. Even his eyes were hidden behind goggles to prevent snow blindness.

She'd never even consider asking, but Korra wondered how he must be feeling about returning here after so many years.

The sled finally stopped. Korra jumped off, happy to stretch after hours of sitting hunched. Amon had also stepped away, and he was standing motionless as he took in the village. She was relieved to see him pulled down his scarf and removed his goggles. His face was exposed now, though his hood remained up.

"So..." she hesitated. "Where do we find her?"

His pale eyes flicked to her briefly. "There."

He pointed to a hut at the village's edge. From what she could see, it showed no signs of life - no smoke, no light coming out. In weather like this, surely someone would have a fire going. It didn't look promising someone lived there right now.

They approached the entrance, Amon leading while Korra hang back awkwardly. He raised his hand to knock, hesitated, and lowered it with a quiet sigh.

"There's no one inside."

Korra suspected he was using his bloodbending again to sense for heartbeats. "Maybe she's just out and will come back later?"

"Not in this weather."

"But… what if she moved? Got a different place?"

"Impossible. Women can't own property in traditional villages here."

Heat flashed through her. Those stupid Northern traditions. She remember Katara telling her about some of them.

Amon turned without a word and started walking back toward the sled. Korra stared after him, incredulous.

After all this long journey, he's just going to give up like that?

"Wait!"

He stopped and half-turned. "I could ask around, find out if she's still..." Korra's words died when she met his icy gaze. Right. No asking around.

She thought for a moment, then hurried to close the distance between them. "Let's at least go inside. We can check if anyone's been living here recently, look for clues."

The wind howled between them. Several seconds passed before he answered, his voice barely carrying over.

"I don't wish to go in there."

Her eyebrows rose. The admission caught her off guard. She'd never heard him say anything like that before, something almost... vulnerable.

She understood why, or at least, thought she did. If even half of what Tarrlok had told her was true, this house held memories he wouldn't want to relive. And now, if his mother had really died here... he might be afraid of what he'd find inside. What it would confirm.

"I could go in," she offered. "If you're okay with that."

He stared at the distant mountains rather than meeting her eyes, then nodded once.

Korra walked back to the hut. The door wasn't locked, and with some difficulty she managed to force it open. The moment she stepped inside, the howling of the wind cut off, replaced by eerie silence.

At a first glance, the space gave her a sense of home she hadn't felt in a long time. Caribou-yaks hides stretched across the walls for insulation, worn with age. Hunting and fishing tools hung in careful arrangement near the entrance. The sleeping platform was built the same way her father had built theirs, raised off the floor with storage beneath. Even the oil lamp in the corner, the kind that burned tiger-seal fat, was identical to the one she knew from home.

Korra hadn't lived in her parents' house for most of her childhood, the compound had been her home from age five. But somehow that made the nostalgia hit even stronger.

And the man standing outside, she realized, the one who'd brought so much of her misery this part year, had grown up exactly here. In a home that looked so much like hers, smelled like hers.

It was easy to forget that when he'd rejected this part of himself for so many years. But still, Amon had been born here, in this small hut, and given a very traditional name (that she could never associate with him). Even now, years later, he still spoke the local language, and with his traditional coat and features he looked like any other tribesman. Maybe only his short hair looked out of place, marking him as someone who'd left, who'd tried to erase his heritage. 

Korra forced herself to focus on the reason she came here, and began searching for signs of recent use, but it didn't take long for her heart to sink. Everything was coated in thick dust. The hunting weapons had rusted through. No one had lived here in years.

She sighed and turned to leave, then caught sight of something on a small shelf near a sleeping platform. She walked over there, picked it up, gasped, and almost dropped the fragile frame but fumbled to catch it in time.

Heaving slightly, she took a closer look.

It was a hand-drawn portrait in black and white, lovingly rendered in careful detail. A family of four.

The father stood tall at the back, middle aged but strong looking, with broad shoulders and surprisingly warm expression. He looked so different from the visions Aang had shown her; the money spent on surgeries seemed well worth it. His hand rested on the shoulder of a woman beside him. She was younger than her husband, with large, expressive eyes that seemed to shine even in the faded sketch. Her smile was the kind that reached all the way to those beautiful eyes. There was kindness in every line of her face.

Below them, each parent resting a hand on one of their sons’ shoulders. The younger one, maybe five or six, was tucked against his older brother's side. His face was turned up toward the older boy with such open adoration it made Korra's chest ache. The older one had his arm around his little brother, protective and proud. He was grinning, showing dimpled cheeks. His hair was pulled back in a warrior's wolf tail.

Exactly the style Korra worn.

She stared at that older boy's face. At the good-natured eyes, the protective way he held his brother, the happiness that radiated from every stroke of the artist's hand.

These same children would grow up to become two of Republic City's most dangerous threats. The thought made her feel sick. How cruel must their father have been to twist his own sons' innocence so badly?

The frame trembled slightly in her hands. She realized she'd been staring at it too long.

Carefully, she returned it to its place on the shelf. The family stayed frozen there in their moment of happiness.

She left the hut and closed the door behind her, then ducked against a fierce gust of wind as she walked back toward where Amon stood waiting. Could he really be that child? With the dimpled smile and hairstyle just like hers?

His eyes locked on hers, waiting for confirmation of what he probably already knew.

"I'm sorry," she said. "No one's been there in years."

Anxiety twisted in her stomach. What did this mean for their mission? Would finding an empty hut be enough to fulfill the requirement Aang had mentioned? She'd been so sure his mother would still be here. After all, she couldn't be too old...

"Then we should leave," Amon said curtly.

Korra's head snapped up. "What, now?"

"We have no reason to stay."

They'd literally just arrived after three freezing days that felt like thirty. She knew he must have suffered at least as much as she had, probably more, since he'd been doing all the work. He couldn't possibly mean that.

Korra tried to explain this diplomatically. "Look, we just got here, and the storm's getting worse. It would be dangerous to travel in these conditions. We should at least rest before making the journey back, and maybe the weather will improve by then."

It was unusual for her to be the voice of reason between them, and she wasn't normally one to worry about safety. But the snow was falling harder now, and the wind had turned vicious.

Apparently, however, he could be just as stubborn as she was. "I've dealt with worse. You can rest on the sled, like you did coming here."

No way.

She knew he had emotional baggage about this place, but he needed to get over it if they wanted to stay alive.

Korra crossed her arms, abandoning diplomacy.

"Look, Amon, I know you don't like being here. Well, guess what? Me neither! But there's no way I'm going back out in this weather. We're out of food, we have nothing left. Maybe you can stay awake and freeze and starve for days, but I'm human and I'm staying here at least for the night if you like it or not!"

Korra was breathing hard by the end of her rant, but she kept her eyes locked on his, waiting for his response.

She knew it was an empty threat. She knew she was pathetically dependent on him for literally everything, so he could just leave, and she'd either have to follow or be stranded again. Because he, Amon, was a waterbender and she wasn't. It would have been laughable if it wasn't so infuriating.

He stared at her for several long seconds.

Then, to her amazement, he gave in. Snow swirled around them as he bent it into solid ice, shaping two small igloos at the village edge.

"Tomorrow morning, under any circumstances, we are leaving," he delivered this as a command.

Korra nodded, astonished by her small victory.
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14. Mother


    
    Morning arrived, though the sky remained dark due to their proximity to the North Pole. Noatak hadn't slept that night, fearful of another nightmare. Instead, he'd spent the night staring at the curved ice walls of his shelter, waiting for enough time to pass.



Eventually, he emerged and began packing his sleeping bag. The weather had improved significantly during the night. The Avatar's insistence on staying had proven wise, though it easily could have gone the other way. Weather here was unpredictable, especially during the transition seasons.



Still, he couldn't remain here another moment. With the storm gone, villagers emerged from their huts and began setting out on hunts, tending the caribou-yaks, preparing hides. The village was waking up.

Noatak was afraid of seeing a familiar face from the past, someone who might recognize the boy who'd disappeared years ago, presumably dead, and had returned at last. He didn't want to know what had happened in his absence, or what were the circumstances of his mother's death.

He pulled his hood lower, shadowing his face.

Coming here had been a mistake. He'd foolishly thought he might find some kind of closure, maybe heal old wounds, but he had been completely wrong - he'd only opened new ones. Now he knew his mother had died without ever learning that her elder son was still alive. And for all those years, he'd never considered coming back, he'd barely thought of her at all, especially in the later years. But being here now, he suddenly understood what he'd lost forever.

And it hurt so much, almost as much as the pain about Tarrlok.

He couldn't seem to escape the past, but leaving this place as quickly as possible might at least dull the ache. Thankfully, he could already hear stirring from the Avatar’s shelter.

Soon she emerged, hair tousled and loose around her shoulders. When she saw him, her eyes widened with that familiar flash of fear, a reaction she still had sometimes.

Part of him felt a dark satisfaction that he'd left such a lasting impression on this formerly powerful entity. But another part felt something uncomfortably close to... shame.

"H-hey," she said, clearly trying to sound casual. "I'm getting ready. I was thinking maybe before we go, I could look for a market? Buy us some food?"

It was a reasonable idea. They'd need supplies for the journey back. "There used to be villagers who sold goods outside their huts. You can look for them. I'll prepare everything for departure."

"Okay, I'll be back soon."

 

~*~*~

 

People were already moving about the village, which was such a refreshing change from yesterday when she believed the place to be deserted. Korra spotted several food stands clustered at the far end of the main path, and her stomach immediately growled in response. She hadn't realized how hungry she was until she saw the variety of meat on display, some she hadn’t seen since home.

She approached the nearest stand, drawn by a large cut of familiar-looking meat.

"Is this turtle seal meat?" she asked the grizzled old man behind the counter, pointing at the appetizing slice.

The man looked up, his weathered face creasing into a smile. "Sharp eye. It's very fresh from this morning. You can get it for a very good price." His voice was rough but friendly, and Korra felt grateful he spoke the universal language.

"I'll take six nice slices then, and six pieces of salmon too." That should be enough until they get to the capital. Her mouth was already watering.

"Coming right up." His knife moved efficiently through the meat. "We don't get many visitors in our Kipnuk. Where are you from, miss?"

"The Southern Water Tribe." For some reason, it felt safer sharing the truth here, or at least part of it. She was sick of lying all the time. "I'm visiting with a... local friend." 

The man's face lit up with surprise, and he paused his cutting to look at her properly. "All the way from the South Pole? I've lived sixty-three years, many of them in the capital, and I've never met anyone from our sister tribe. What is your name, miss?"

"It's Korra, and it's nice to be here, really reminds me of where I grew up," she answered with a smile.

"Korra, huh? My niece has that name. About your age, too." He wrapped the meat then pushed the package toward her. "Well, Korra from the South, you can't visit from so far without some proper hospitality. This is on me."

"What? No, I have money-"

"Please." He held up a hand. "It'd honor me if you accept. Ah, good morning Kanna! Did you hear? Young Korra here came all the way from the South Pole."

Korra turned to see an elderly woman approaching with a woven basket over her arm.

"Good morning, Tiluk," greeted the woman, then turned to Korra. "Is this true? You're from the South?"

Korra nodded, then found herself staring. The woman had the most striking eyes: large, deep purple, which was a rare color even among Water Tribe people. Her gray hair was pulled back with an ivory ornament, and her brown face was softly lined with age.

"It's so nice to have someone from our sister tribe visit us," Kanna continued, her accent thicker with northern dialect than the seller. "Where are you staying, Korra?"

"I-" Korra struggled to focus. Why did this woman's face feel like she'd seen it before? "Actually, I've only been here for the night. My... companion and I need to get back to the capital."

"Oh, that's a shame. But if you'd like some company before you leave, I will be happy to invite you and your friend for a northern meal. Maybe I can show you where I live, if you change your mind."

"Too kind, Kanna! Always too kind," Tiluk said, grinning. "I'd say yes without thinking twice, Korra."

But Korra had faded out of the conversation while still staring at the woman's face. Her features looked so familiar - her brows, her long lashes, the particular shape of her lips. She'd seen these before.

Several seconds later, it finally dawned on her.

All these features were almost identical to those of the man she'd come here with.

They resembled Amon.

With a loud gasp, she made the final connection. This was the woman from the drawing she saw yesterday, aged by more than two decades.

"Something wrong, dear?" Kanna's smile faded, her brow creasing.

"I- excuse me, I really need to ask you something!"

"What is it?" She glanced between Korra and Tiluk, clearly bewildered.

Korra's heart was hammering. "Do you know anyone named... Noatak?"

The effect was instantaneous. The color drained from Kanna's face. Her basket tumbled from her hands, hitting the snow with a soft thump. Neither of them looked at it.

"Why..." Her voice came out barely above a whisper. "Why do you ask me this?"

"I... well, he..." Korra began, unsure of how to deliver such news.

"He is my son." Tears were already forming in those striking purple eyes, threatening to spill over. "But I lost him. Many, many years ago."

The pain in her voice was still raw, even after all this time. A mother who'd never stopped grieving.

Korra felt her face break into a smile that probably looked half-mad, given the circumstances. "Please - can you come with me? I need to show you something."

"What-"

"You have to trust me." Korra reached for the older woman's mittened hand. "I promise you won't regret it!"

Kanna looked back at Tiluk uncertainly.

"Go on, Kanna." The old merchant's voice was gentle. "I'll watch your basket. Keep your usual order aside for when you get back."

"I... all right."

"Great!" Korra started walking quickly, half-jogging, while almost dragging the older woman along in her eagerness.

 

~*~*~

 

Noatak's patience was wearing thin. People kept passing by, their stares lingering too long. Everything was packed and ready - he'd dismantled both igloos, erased every trace of their presence. All that remained was waiting for the Avatar to come.

Several more minutes dragged past before he finally spotted her.

But something was wrong.

The Avatar wasn't alone.

She was running toward him, practically dragging someone else alongside her. Noatak stood slowly from where he'd been sitting on the sled, his eyes narrowing as they drew closer. The second person was an older woman, struggling to keep pace with the Avatar.

When realization struck him, he felt as if the ground had fallen out from underneath his feet.

It can't be.

It can't be.

The other woman was his mother.

He wasn't prepared for the wave of emotions that crashed over him - longing, fear, shame. This was his mother, whom he hadn't seen in… seventeen years.

Then she was standing right in front of him, breathless, her eyes wide. His mother's eyes. Warm and kind and unlike any other woman's in the world, searching his face for confirmation of something she barely dared believe.

But Noatak froze. An ugly, terrifying thought surfaced and paralyzed him completely.

What if she rejects me like Tarrlok did?

"Noatak?" she asked, her voice wavering.

He managed a nod, unable to speak. A heartbeat passed.

Then, she stepped forward and took him into her arms.

It was unlike anything he'd experienced in over a decade. Her frame felt so much smaller than his now, their proportions so different from when he had left. He stood frozen for a moment, then slowly, hesitantly, let his own arms encircle her. His hands pressed against her back as if testing whether she was real, whether this was actually happening...

"You're alive, you're alive," she sobbed into his chest, speaking the language of his childhood. The words broke something loose inside him. His hold tightened.

After what felt like both seconds and hours, she pulled back just enough to look at him. Both hands came up to frame his face, pushing back his hood and holding him with infinite tenderness. "I can't believe it - you're all grown up. And so very handsome, like your brother..."

A sob escaped his lips before he could stop it, and tears began rolling down his cheeks. She drew him close again, her hands moving in soothing circles across his back. With her words came the cruel realization that she didn't know what had happened to Tarrlok, and he would have to tell her himself. On the same day she'd gotten one son back from the dead, he would have to tell her the other was gone forever.

"I didn't understand why you disappeared at first," she whispered, still holding him close. "He lied to me about that. But after he was gone, Tarrlok told me everything. Your brother told me there was no accident, he told me what your father had put you through." Her voice cracked. "And I'm so sorry, Noatak. I'm sorry I didn't know. I'm sorry I couldn't stop it in time."

Noatak pulled away, wiping his face with his sleeve. He knew it wasn't her fault, it was all him.

"You left the house," he said hoarsely. "I thought you might have..."

Her hands moved to his arms, stroking the thick fabric of his coat in small, comforting motions. "I couldn't stay there. Not after I learned the truth. Things have changed in the tribe, so I was able to get my own place. Smaller, but with fewer false memories."

She wiped her own eyes and smiled up at him. "I want you to stay with me for a while. However long you can. I want to hear about your life, about what you've been up to all those years."

Noatak nodded, even as dread settled like ice in his stomach. How would she look at him once she knew the truth?

"And you're invited too, of course." His mother switched to the common tongue and turned to where the Avatar had been sitting quietly on the sled.

"Me? Really?"

The Avatar looked uncomfortable. She'd probably felt like an intruder during this emotional reunion. Noatak had actually forgotten she was there, but couldn't find it in himself to care about her witnessing the scene.

"Of course! You're the reason we've had this miracle."

"Well, if you're both okay with that..." She glanced at Noatak with uncertainty. He nodded his consent.

A few minutes later, the three of them had settled into a smaller but more modern hut. A cozy fire crackled in the hearth, spreading comfortable warmth through the small living room.

Kanna served them a traditional meal. Nostalgic aromas filled the room, but Noatak found himself completely without appetite. He forced himself to eat anyway, not wanting to worry or offend his mother. The Avatar, however, devoured her food with obvious relish.

"Would you like some more sea prunes, dear? Here, have some. You have not been eating properly, I can tell."

The Avatar hummed her enthusiasm, her cheeks bulging.

When they'd finished, Kanna looked at him with expectant, shining eyes. "Now. I want to hear everything about you, Noatak. And how you came to meet such a lovely young woman." She smiled warmly at Korra.

Noatak grimaced internally. His mother had clearly misinterpreted the nature of his relationship with the Avatar.

But he'd decided to tell her everything – no more lies and secrets. And this, among other things, will become clear.

He cleared his throat and took a moment to gather his thoughts, considering where to begin. She knew about his father's training and what had happened on the final day of it.

For a moment, he also considered speaking only for his mother’s ears in their native language. But he found that part of him wanted the Avatar to hear this too.

"When I ran into that blizzard," he began tentatively, "I didn't think I'd survive. But somehow I did..."

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          I'm so sorry about the deception in the last chapter! Noatak's mother is alive, and is going to play a major part in his character growth

In the next chapter (which will be uploaded in about two weeks) he's going to tell his full backstory, or at least my headcanon of it

BTW - I'm so unoriginal, that I decided to give his mother the name of Katara's grandma. But I didn't find another name that fits... Oh well

As always, thank you for reading, commenting, and leaving kudos on this! It makes me so happy, given the small  demand for stories of this type, and the fact that I have no idea if what I write is even readable 😓

I thank you from the bottom of my heart ❤️

        




15. History


    
    From the moment Amon began speaking, Korra found herself completely captivated.

He sat with his back straight, hands resting loosely in his lap, and told them how he'd barely escaped the blizzard but somehow made it to the capital, then stowed away on a cargo ship bound for the Earth Kingdom - just like she had, Korra thought. Somewhere along the way, after getting mocked for his traditional ponytail, he'd cut it off and never grown it back.

"Those first weeks were about pure survival," he continued, tone flat and matter-of-fact. "I survived by stealing what food I could manage, though I was caught far more often than I succeeded. Each day brought greater weakness, and the weaker I became, the more impossible it was to secure either food or work that might have saved me. Eventually, I didn't even have the strength to bend.

One night I took shelter in a barn, certain I'd hidden myself well enough to slip away before anyone found me. But I woke to find a girl about my age watching me. She was startled at the sight of me but showed no fear or anger. Instead, she brought me into her family's house and offered me the first real meal I'd had in weeks, though my stomach could barely handle it after so long without proper food."

A hint of softness touched his expression, even if his tone didn’t change. “Jay saved my life that day. And then she did even more, she convinced her parents to let me stay until I recovered. When I finally had the strength to help, I worked as hard as I could. Waterbending, as it turned out, was valuable in the fields, and slowly, her family, and later the village, began to appreciate what I could offer.

What began as a few days of recovery stretched into weeks, then months. Jay became the sister I'd never had. She studied at school each day, and every evening when she returned, she'd sit with me and teach me to read and write. Once I could handle it, I began working through her old textbooks and learned all that I could. A year later, I was able to join her at school for the first time in my life. Two years after that, we both graduated with honors.

After graduation, we knew we had to leave. The Earth Kingdom countryside offers little for young people with ambitions beyond subsistence farming. Jay's parents understood this, even encouraged us to seek opportunities in Republic City, though it meant leaving them to manage the farm alone."

"We learned afterward,” he said, his voice dropping lower, “that only a few weeks after we left, a group of earthbenders began working their way through the village. They went farm to farm, forcing payments, taking whatever they wanted. For months they drained the place, and some decided to leave for good. Eventually a handful of villagers decided they’d had enough. Jay’s parents were among the ones who chose to stand up to them.”

He didn’t raise his voice. if anything, it grew quieter, and the focus behind his eyes sharpened. “They were killed for it. The rest of the villages around understood exactly what it meant.”

Korra felt her chest constrict. With a sudden clarity she realized the parallels between this real story she was hearing to the made up story he used to tell the masses as Amon.

"This happened during our first year in the city. When word reached us, Jay and I returned to find the home in ruins, along with some other farms, made example. The experience changed us both, but Jay... it transformed her completely.

We couldn't remain in the village after that, so we returned to the city. Jay couldn't stop blaming herself for leaving when she had. She abandoned her studies and spent her days wandering the streets. There, she witnessed countless instances of people being bullied and extorted. She saw the same pattern everywhere - those with power preying on those without it.

When she shared what she was witnessing, and I began seeing it myself, we both knew we couldn't remain passive.

We pulled together a small group - all students like ourselves, determined and energetic, but admittedly naive. At first we kept things simple: patrols, watching for gang activity, reporting what we saw. Victims couldn’t safely go to the authorities themselves, so we were there to do it for them.

It didn’t work. The police were either indifferent or outmatched, and on the rare occasions they did intervene, the gangs usually assumed someone had talked anyway and further punished the victims for it.

So we adjusted. If the authorities couldn’t pressure the gangs, maybe we could. We had no real combat training, and I was the only bender, so fighting them head-on wasn’t an option. Instead, we started planning ambushes: quick strikes, hit-and-run tactics, anything that could make them think twice.

Our efforts didn’t cripple their operations, but they irritated the right people. The moment we managed to bring upon the capture of a high-ranking Agni Kai member already on the authorities’ wanted lists, we felt we’d actually accomplished something. In hindsight, that was also when they decided to return the favor."

He went still for a moment. When he continued, the words came out flat, as if he were reading from a report.

“Our group met most evenings in the apartment Jay and I shared. It had become our base by default. Usually only one or two of us were out on patrol while the rest stayed inside, planning or talking.

One night, I was on patrol duty. When I returned to the apartment, I expected to hear the usual conversation and laughter, but there was only silence.

The door wasn’t even locked. And inside…” He didn’t linger on the details. “What I walked into - the scene, the smell - it’s not something that fades.”

Kanna's hand moved to cover her mouth, though she remained silent.

“Everyone in our group had been killed. Jay included. The Agni Kais made sure their signature was unmistakable. Only one of our members was missing, and it wasn’t hard to understand why. Someone had given up our location, our routine, and the exact moment I’d be gone - the only one who might have put up any real resistance.”

I can't remember how long I stood there, but eventually the horror and grief transformed into something else entirely - Pure rage. I lost all control.

I went to the Agni Kais' headquarters, which I knew well from our surveillance. There, I found them celebrating.

I attacked without hesitation. For the first time in five years, I used the skill my father had beaten into me. I have no idea how many people were harmed that night.

Then, I ran. I ran as far as I could, knowing I'd lost another family. But also, I couldn't stop thinking about how effortlessly I'd reverted to bloodbending, how proud my father would have been to witness the deadly precision I'd achieved. Until then, I'd been so certain that chapter of my life was permanently closed.

I already understood that bending has a way of warping those who possess it, and with my particular skill, the risk was worse. Even so, I thought I had control over it. Finding out otherwise was… clarifying. I made a decision then: I wouldn’t use my bending again.”

For a time, I wandered without purpose or direction throughout the Earth Kingdom. Eventually I encountered a Kyoshi Warrior who told me about martial arts techniques specifically designed to counter bending. I made my way to Kyoshi Island, joined their two-year chi-blocking program, and excelled. I kept my vow throughout the training. At the time, it seemed like I’d replaced bending with something I had to work hard to achieve and could take pride in. 

“During those two years, I pushed the training farther than anyone else in my cohort. I spent most of my free time studying the mechanics behind chi blocking, how it actually severed a bender’s connection to their element, what pathways it disrupted, which points mattered most. Somewhere in that work, I started to recognize a possibility: that a permanent intervention, something similar to what happened to Yakone, might be a form of justice for benders who used their power to harm others without requiring anyone to match their level of violence.”

But the Avatar had been gone for a decade, and no one knew who the next one was. Even if they were out there, relying on them to enforce justice wasn’t realistic. So I knew I had to find a method myself. But after a great deal of experimentation, the only progress I made was extending a chi block for a few hours and under specific conditions. It wasn’t enough. I eventually had to accept that traditional techniques were incapable of producing any lasting effect.

Once my training was finished, I returned to traveling across the Earth Kingdom. Everywhere I stopped, the same patterns Jay had noticed were there - people taking advantage of those who couldn’t defend themselves. This time I intervened directly, acting as a vigilante. It allowed me to sharpen my combat skills without relying on bending, and provided me with a sense of purpose, though it wasn't enough.

Eventually my path led me to the Si Wong Desert, following rumors about Wan Shi Tong’s library spilling partway into the Spirit World. I managed to gain entry, and found a scroll detailing the Avatar’s method for removing bending, as taught by the lion turtles. It outlined exactly what I’d been missing: the chakras involved in permanent severing, and the chi pathways that defined their connection.

But traditional chi blocking had fundamental limitations. The pathways I needed to reach lay deeper, protected by the body's natural defenses. I came to understand that the only way to access and permanently sever those connections was through a technique I alone possessed, the only one that could work from within.

Which meant breaking the vow I'd kept for years, by using the very power I'd sworn to abandon.

I convinced myself it was a necessary price to pay.

Armed with this understanding, I knew I finally possessed the means to create real change. I returned to Republic City, determined to continue what Jay and I had begun, but on a far grander scale. I created a mask, a persona, a nonbender identity. In underground spaces, I spoke about equality and resistance. At night, I tested the bending-removal process on the most violent gang members I could overpower without it raising suspicion. I began training a dedicated group of ambitious nonbenders who became the foundation of what would become the Equalist movement.

Our goals were defined in stages: first, to teach nonbenders how to fight; then, to dismantle the gangs; and finally, to to challenge and replace the bending-dominated council. If my technique proved reliable, there would be a final goal: removing bending broadly enough to discourage its usage completely. 

We advanced quickly, largely thanks to financing by a businessman whose wife had been killed by firebenders. Two years after returning to the city, I succeeded in removing bending permanently for the first time, and with no lasting complications.

After six years of building the movement, something changed the entire picture - the new Avatar arrived in the city. This was the opportunity we'd been waiting for. A chance to accelerate everything, to seize control of the council and achieve our ultimate goal. I revealed my bending removal technique publicly for the first time, and demonstrated it on gang criminals before spectators. The Avatar was among them. She witnessed it, and chose to ally herself with a new, young councilman against this threat..."

Until this point, Amon's voice had remained steady and controlled, almost clinical, even when describing the deaths of his friends. But from the very moment he mentioned his brother, something changed. The words now came slower, more hesitant, losing their flatness. The careful detachment cracked.

“That councilman was Tarrlok. Of all the people who could have opposed me… it had to be him. And still, I couldn’t bring myself to stop.”

"We found ourselves locked in escalation - every action I took prompted a reaction from him, every move he made forced my hand in return. Eventually, his extreme actions against nonbenders brought even the Avatar to turn against him. When cornered, he..." Amon’s voice thinned out entirely for a heartbeat. "He bloodbent her and took her hostage."

So far, Kanna had been listening in stunned silence. Whatever she'd expected to hear about her lost son's missing years, it wasn't this. But the moment those words registered, they tore a disbelieving whisper from her. "What? Tarrlok would never..."

A tremor passed through Korra at the same time, as she was reminded of the terrifying helplessness of being bloodbent for the first time.

"We tracked him down..." Amon continued, the hesitation unmistakable now. “He used bloodbending on me as well… not realizing who I was at first. I managed to break free. And then… I took his bending.”

Kanna's face went white with horror. Amon stared at his hands as if they belonged to someone else.

"As children, whenever our father made us practice that skill, Tarrlok always tried to fight it.” His voice lowered to a little more than a whisper. “What could have driven him to use it so openly? On the Avatar… on his own colleagues… I thought that if I removed it, he could be finally be free of what Father left in both of us. I know I would be.”

The words hung in the air, heavy with desperate justification.

He continued staring at his hands for a long moment, as if seeing blood on them. When he finally continued, the words came in faster pace, as though speed might somehow lessen their weight.

"Following that confrontation, our revolution achieved complete control over both the council and the police force. We removed bending from countless people, then organized a massive rally to celebrate our victory. But from that moment forward, everything began to unravel.

Tarrlok had recognized me, something I'd never considered possible. He revealed my true identity to the Avatar, explaining that I wasn't simply another bender but a bloodbender - the complete antithesis of everything I'd claimed to represent. When she announced this to my followers, they refused to believe her. She possessed no evidence to support her claims.

But that revelation shattered something inside me. After maintaining my false identity for so many years, I'd genuinely convinced myself that the lies had become truth, that I was a nonbender, that my ability to remove bending was a spiritual gift, as I'd told everyone. I couldn't accept my real nature. Seeing Tarrlok after all those years, then having the Avatar expose everything... it destroyed that illusion.

I lost control in almost exactly the same way I had over a decade earlier. I used bloodbending openly against the Avatar and her companion. I stripped away the Avatar's mastery of the three elements she'd learned. My most devoted follower witnessed this ultimate betrayal. I attacked him as well.

I became the very monster I'd dedicated my life to eliminating.

“Yet the Avatar managed to fight back. She unlocked her airbending, overpowered me, and sent me into the bay. While drowning, I panicked and created a massive waterspout, right in front of everyone who’d believed in me, destroying all credibility through one final, uncontrolled display of the power I had claimed to oppose.

I felt a fury I hadn't known in years. But it wasn't directed at the Avatar. All of it turned inward, toward my own failures, my own weakness. I was there with the entire bay at my command, and nothing left to lose. I knew I could have destroyed her completely, if I chose...”

He exhaled softly.

“But what would have been the point? Revenge against her wouldn't have undone what I'd become, wouldn't have restored what I'd destroyed. So I chose to leave instead, to find the one person who might still understand me. My brother was the only soul left in this world who knew what our father had made us, who might accept what I'd become, despite everything.

When I found him and offered him the chance to join me, he agreed. For the first time in years, I felt genuine happiness - I was finally with my brother without any pretense between us. No masks, no carefully constructed lies, no need to hide what we truly were." His voice cracked. "But Tarrlok... he saw our situation very differently. I don't think he ever believed we could truly escape what our father had shaped us into."

The words seemed to stick in his throat, and when he continued, each syllable emerged with visible effort.

"I knew what he intended to do. I felt it. I could have stopped him, but chose not to. Because if my own brother believed we were beyond redemption, then perhaps we truly were."

He pressed his palms against his temples, fingers digging through his hair as he struggled to continue.

"He triggered the explosion, and I chose to accept that fate. I wanted to. But again, I lost control over my bending. Without conscious thought, I created a barrier of ice and water around us. It was just enough to prevent our immediate deaths..."

This was the first time Korra had learned the details of how they'd ended up in the condition she'd found them in. So Tarrlok tried to kill them both? It was... horrifying. It also explained the nightmare she'd witnessed the night she'd discovered Amon's true identity.

"Tarrlok bore the brunt of the damage since he was closer to the blast. I have no healing abilities, I never learned those techniques, but I tried, and something seemed to work, though nowhere nearly enough. My own injuries were also severe.

I got us both onto a piece of the wreckage and used waterbending to push us toward what I hoped was the mainland. But I kept losing consciousness from pushing myself to exhaustion.

When we finally reached shore - I can't say whether it was hours or days after the explosion, I regained consciousness briefly and witnessed something extraordinary. Of all the people who might have discovered us, it was the Avatar herself. She didn't recognize us in our condition. She had no idea she was saving her greatest enemies. But she ensured we would receive the best possible care from her master Katara."

He steadied himself, preparing for the most difficult part.

"Tarrlok's condition was catastrophic. I know Katara tried everything she could, but it wasn't enough. Tarrlok died several weeks later."

Kanna's composure shattered completely. Deep, wrenching sobs shook her entire frame while her son sat frozen, staring at the floor with eyes that seemed to see nothing at all.

"Mama, I'm so sorry," he whispered, his voice cracking into something young and broken. "I'm so sorry."

The words hung in the air, met only by the continued sound of her raw grief.

Amon sat there for several minutes, silent tears streaming down his own cheeks. Eventually, he stood and walked to the entrance. Even though they'd all removed their outer garments when they'd entered the warm hut, he stepped into the bitter cold without his coat.

Korra's heart ached for this poor mother, who'd already suffered the loss of a son, and now learned about the death of the other, and under such horrible circumstances.

But the story wasn't finished. What Amon had told them ended with Tarrlok's death, but there was more. Kanna deserved to know the rest.

She moved to the still crying woman and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. Gathering her courage, she spoke softly.

"When they were both under Master Katara's care, Am-Noatak used his own bending to keep his brother alive - to make his heart work properly. That's why Tarrlok survived as long as he did. But it weakened Noatak so much that he almost didn't recover himself. After Tarrlok died, we realized who Noatak was because he had nightmares about his brother and called out his name. He still does, sometimes."

Kanna's sobs gradually subsided as she listened.

"Then he agreed to help his worst enemy, the Avatar, get her bending back, against everything he'd ever believed in. He traveled all the way here to the North Pole for that."

As understanding dawned, Kanna lifted her head to look at her, bloodshot eyes wide through her tears. "Are you... the Avatar?"

"Well... yeah."

"And… you still don't have your bending?"

"No, I can only airbend. See?" Korra created a small whirlwind in her palm. Kanna stared at it. "But I had a vision from Aang, the Avatar before me. He said I could get my bending back, but only by working with the person who took it from me. That's what we're trying to do."

Fresh tears welled in Kanna's eyes. "I'm sorry, I-"

"Stop. It's not your fault. You don't need to apologize. I'm even willing to forgive him as long as he’s really going to help. Besides, the story he just told... I never knew any of that. I always thought he was just… using nonbenders as a way to gain power. But he did care about them, and he lost his friends because of it. I can kind of understand now how he ended up doing what he did, even though I still think he went way too far."

Kanna nodded slowly, seeming to process everything Korra revealed. Eventually she stood, more composed now. "I'm going to find my son."

She put on her warm coat and stepped outside.

 

~*~*~

 

Noatak collapsed into the snow, his legs folding beneath him as if they could no longer bear his weight. He stared at nothing, an unbearable ache spreading through his chest that made each breath come in shallow, uneven gasps.

He'd known this moment would come the instant he'd seen his mother, and he deserved every ounce of this misery. What had possessed him to come here? His mother had suffered enough. She didn't deserve to learn that her surviving son had died because of the one she'd believed dead for years.

Everyone, every person who'd ever mattered to him would have been better off if he'd simply died in that blizzard. Every attempt at doing supposed good had brought nothing but pain and suffering. It had been his idea to target the Agni Kai leader the day before Jay was murdered. His revolution's spectacular collapse had set back the nonbender fight for equality for generations. The Lieutenant had been gravely injured, perhaps fatally, solely because he'd discovered the vile truth. If it weren’t for him, Tarrlok would still be alive…

Instead of ending this vicious cycle as Tarrlok had intended, he continued to cling to life and hurt another dear person...

He sat in the snow in a tight huddle, trembling from a mixture of cold and anguish. He was oblivious to everything around him, leaving only the cruel circle of his thoughts as his company.

Numbness crept up his bare hands and forearms.

He didn't hear when the footsteps approached him.

But he felt soft, coat wrapped arms enveloping him in warmth. He smelled her familiar scent and heard her tender voice.

"Noatak."

He blinked and found himself looking into lilac eyes, creased now with years he'd missed but still holding the same gentleness he remembered.

She used her thumbs to wipe frozen tears from his face. "Come home. You're freezing."

Does she really mean it?

After everything he'd just confessed?

Her hands found his, pulling him upright from his huddled position, and he followed her back into the heated hut. She sat on the furs and made him lie down with his head resting in her lap. His mother caressed his hair tenderly.

He felt exhausted, so completely exhausted from the effort of recent days, the sleepless night, and the emotional breakdown.

Just as consciousness started to slip away, he felt the soft press of lips against his forehead and heard three words he'd never imagined he'd ever hear again.

"I love you."
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16. Village life


    
    The next day, Kanna and her two guests trekked outside the village to perform a traditional funeral ceremony for Tarrlok. Without a body to lay to rest, the ritual felt incomplete, but Korra could see how desperately Kanna needed this closure. She suspected Amon did too, though he'd never admit it.

Afterward, Kanna asked them to stay as long as they could manage, and even without even discussing it between themselves, it was agreed. They settled on two weeks, which would leave just enough time to make their way back to the capital and arrive before the full moon.

Korra found herself genuinely enjoying most of it. Kanna was really fond of her and a good company. The food, the people, the rhythms of daily village life all felt pleasantly nostalgic, reminding her of home in a good way. Even Amon's demeanor seemed less cold than usual.

The way he interacted with his mother could almost be described as cute, an adjective she never would have considered using for anything remotely related to Amon. He was like an entirely different person around her. He was caring and kind, helping her relentlessly with whatever she needed. Maybe this was who he used to be before life had hardened him beyond recognition?

As for her relationship with Amon, they were definitely not on friendly terms. Even Kanna eventually accepted that too much history stood between them and stopped trying to make them bond.

There was one particularly memorable and rather embarrassing incident that led to that.

Two days into their stay, Korra accompanied Kanna to the village food stands to pick up meat for dinner. When they reached Tiluk's stall, a broad smile spread across the aging man's weathered face.

"Korra! You stayed after all. Thought you said you had to leave right away?"

Korra smiled back. "Yeah, well, big change of plans. I think Kanna can explain better than I can."

The seller turned his attention to the older woman, whose voice trembled with barely contained emotion. "It's Noatak - my son. He came back to me. He has been alive all this time, and now he is finally home!" Her eyes were shining with tears. She was still struggling to fully process this incredible turn of events.

Tiluk let out a booming laugh and clapped Kanna on the back hard enough to make her stumble forward a step. "My dear Kanna, what wonderful news! Why, I remember when he was just a child. A good boy he was. I'd love to meet him, see what kind of man he's grown into."

Korra and Kanna's eyes met for a fraction of a second.

"Well... he's a bit shy," Korra offered, failing to suppress a soft snicker. It was true that he'd been keeping any interaction to the bare minimum with any other person in the village who wasn't his mother.

"Ah, well. Coming home after all those years must be overwhelming for the poor boy." Tiluk waved a hand dismissively. "Tell him I'm here if he wants to talk, eh? Now, what can I get you ladies?"

"Do you have puffin meat?" Kanna asked hopefully. "I know they left to the sea already, but it's Noatak's favorite."

"Puffin?" Tiluk's brow furrowed.

Kanna repeated the word in dialect.

"Ah! Of course, should've known." He disappeared into the back of his stall, rummaging loudly. "Got some from last season. Should still be good..."

A few minutes later on the way back to the hut, Kanna was carrying the wrapped puffin meat like it was something precious while Korra held other ingredients.

"Korra, can I ask you something?" Kanna asked.

"Yeah, sure."

The older woman let out a small sigh. "You don't have to answer if you'd rather not. It's just..." She paused, choosing words carefully. "It troubles me that Noatak won't call you by your name. And you two barely speak to each other. I know you were hostile in the past, but he also agreed to help you. You traveled all this way together. So why is there still so much... distance?"

Her voice faded, and Korra felt her stomach drop. This was really awkward. How could she possibly explain to Amon's mother that her son and she were absolutely not going to bond?

"Hmm... yeah. The thing is, I honestly still don't understand why he's helping me. Because by all accounts, it doesn't make sense. I'm pretty sure he still believes in everything that made him take my bending in the first place. So yeah, he came all this way. He tried to restore my waterbending. He even pulled me out of some real trouble in the capital. But we're still..." She searched for the right words. "We have too much history. Too many things we... can't get past."

Korra glanced over and saw sadness settle across the older woman's face.

"I'm sorry, Kanna," she added sincerely.

"No... I understand." Kanna was quiet for several more beats. Then her expression shifted, taking on determination instead. "But you know what? I'm going to talk to him. He needs to see you as a person, Korra. Not just a title. No matter what happened between you two."

The Avatar's eyes widened with panic. "No, no no no, really, that's not necessary. Not at all." It wasn't as if she called Amon by his real name either, except when mentioning him to his mother.

Kanna looked at her with surprise. "It's alright, Korra. He's my son. He's a good boy and he'll listen to me."

"Listen, I really don't think this is necessary. In fact, I'm perfectly okay with the way things are," Korra said with rising desperation, trying very hard not to imagine how such a conversation would go.

Thankfully, they reached the hut and the subject was dropped. It never came up again, though Korra occasionally wondered if Kanna had spoken to Amon about it privately.

Still, she couldn't deny that recent events had fundamentally shifted how she saw her former worst enemy, especially hearing his full story and witnessing his kindness toward his mother. Hell, she even saw him cry, something she would have never dreamed possible just weeks ago.

She also noticed she'd stopped reacting to him instinctively with fear, probably due to her mental image of him as a heartless monster had been... somewhat challenged. Korra realized that after nearly a month of traveling together, even accounting for the time they'd been separated on the ship, she'd grown kind of used to his presence, used to seeing his face.

The days passed by swiftly and suddenly, only two days remained before they had to leave. Korra was sprawled on a fur rug in front of the hearth, absorbed in a book a villager had lent her. Amon was helping his mother prepare dinner in the kitchen area. Occasionally the murmur of conversation drifted over, but she couldn't make out what was being said. The warmth of the fire was so pleasant. She started feeling sluggish and began to doze...

"Avatar?"

No, she wasn't ready to get up yet.

"Avatar."

"What...?" she mumbled sleepily, eyes still firmly closed.

"Care to join me for a walk?"

Her eyes cracked open reluctantly. Amon was across the room, untying a stained apron and setting it aside.

"You want me to join you?" She sat up slightly, trying to process this unexpected request. Since when did he initiate spending time with her?

He nodded. "Will you?"

Going alone with Amon, a dangerous waterbender into the frozen wilderness? She almost laughed at how absurd that would have seemed a month ago. But now she was just annoyed that he'd woken her from a perfectly good nap.

"Couldn't it wait? I was sleeping."

"I'd prefer not to wait. I apologize."

That made her stare. Since when did Amon apologize for anything?

"Fine."

She took her time pulling herself fully awake, stretching out the comfortable drowsiness before reaching for her coat and boots. He put on his own gear and led her out to a trail that wound away from the village, cutting through a valley between snowy hills.

He stayed silent as they walked. After several minutes of nothing but crunching snow, Korra's patience ran out.

"Well, spit it out. Or should I start suspecting you just enjoy my company?" The sarcasm was thick in her voice.

"I wanted to ask for a favor."

"A favor?" She glanced at him sharply, certain she'd misheard.

"We're leaving in two days, and my mother will be alone again with barely any income. Apparently, Tarrlok used to help support her..." His voice trailed off, and he was silent for a few seconds. 

"In any case, it's difficult," he continued, "being a woman alone. No husband, no children nearby. Especially here, in the Northern Water Tribe."

Korra considered his words. "I... guess I never really thought about that."

The trail curved upward, climbing one of the surrounding hills until they reached a spot with a clear view of the village below.

"But I have no financial means to support her," he said. "I never saved money because I dedicated most of my adult life to the Equalists. Even the apartment you visited belongs to the movement, not to me. So I've been considering helping her in another way, and that's where you could join me if you'd like.

"I thought we could go hunting tomorrow morning. Take the sled out and bring back as much as we can so she'll have adequate supplies for harsh winter to come."

That was very thoughtful of him, Korra had to admit. But something didn't quite add up.

"Why do you need me for that? I'm not a waterbender, I think you can remember that." The bitterness crept into her voice and she didn't try to hide it. "What, you want me to do all the skinning and gutting for you?"

Non-benders hunted in the Water Tribes too, but it was significantly more challenging without waterbending techniques. She genuinely couldn't understand what benefit there would be to her coming along.

She stopped walking, which made him stop too. When she tried to meet his eyes, he looked away.

"That isn't what I meant. The reason I'm asking..." He hesitated. "...Is because I would rather not go on my own."

Her eyebrows shot up in surprise.

She decided not to push him on the matter because she thought she understood. She knew that most of his father's bloodbending training sessions had taken place during hunting trips, and the two boys were forced to practice on helpless polar animals. Having her around might distract him from those memories.

"Okay then. I'll come with you."

He finally looked at her directly, and it wasn't the usual cold stare she got used to. He looked genuinely surprised that she'd agreed so easily.

"Thank you," he said, and one corner of his mouth lifted. A slight dimple appeared on his cheek.

Korra stared at him, stunned. He was actually smiling. At her.

But a moment later it was gone as he turned and continued walking back toward the village.

 

The following early morning, Korra wrote a note to Kanna explaining they'd return later. She was about to hang it on the door when Amon pointed out his mother couldn't read.

They set out as planned. Overall, they didn't talk more than was strictly necessary, but Korra ended up helping far more than she'd initially expected. Apparently, Amon hadn't hunted traditionally in over two decades, not since his father had forced him to use bloodbending for hunting instead. That made her significantly more experienced than him, so she found herself explaining the waterbending tactics while he carried them out.

She loved hunting, and being unable to do it herself stung. But she was genuinely surprised by how well they worked together. To some extent, she even enjoyed the camaraderie between them, even though it remained strictly professional.

By the end of the day, their catch was more than satisfactory. They brought everything back outside the hut and worked side by side skinning and cleaning the hides. At some point, Amon melted some of the permafrost around the foundation and began digging a storage pit to keep the meat frozen.

The hut's door opened behind them. "You're back! Where were you?" Kanna stopped short when she absorbed the sight in front of her.

Amon set the shovel aside and climbed out of the hole. "We went hunting to stock up some supplies," he said, gesturing at their haul.

"But Noatak... that's far too much. What do you plan to do with it all?"

"We were thinking you might need it for winter. We didn't want to leave you with nothing for all those cold months ahead," he said with unexpected humility. "This pit will keep everything frozen for you. And if you think it's too much, you could always sell some in the vill-"

He broke off when she suddenly pulled him into a tight embrace.

"Mom, I'm filthy. You probably shouldn't..." he mumbled in weak protest. He was indeed stained with blood and dirt, but it clearly didn't matter to her in the slightest.

 

~*~*~

 

The day of their departure arrived.

The morning was subdued and heavy with unspoken things. Kanna couldn't hide her sorrow at being separated from her son again, and they barely spoke during breakfast. Afterward, Noatak began loading the sled while Kanna packed them enormous amounts of food, far more than they'd need for the journey back.

By midday, he and the Avatar were both dressed for the harsh weather, everything was secured to the sled, and there were no more reasons to delay the inevitable.

Standing outside the small hut, Kanna approached her son and placed one hand tenderly against his cheek.

"When will I see you again?"

Her eyes searched his face desperately, trying to memorize every detail before they separated once more. But Noatak couldn't look at her. He had no answer to give. He wouldn't lie to her again, but had no idea what the future held for him. He was still deeply conflicted about following through with this mission while betraying his people and everything he'd built.

But if he used this opportunity to escape as originally planned, could he ever return to her? Wouldn't that endanger her? He was done bringing harm to people he cared about.

She seemed to understand the complexity of his silence. "At least promise me you'll try," she pleaded.

That much he could promise without lying. She'd brought back a part of him he'd thought was buried for good, and Noatak knew he would miss her. His eyes finally found hers.

"I promise, Mama." His voice broke on the word.

Her arms wrapped around him, and he held her tightly in return.

"I also want you to help Korra," she said, still pressed close against him. "She's such a good girl and has the potential to be a great Avatar. I have no doubt you can succeed. You're so talented."

Noatak froze. Could his mother somehow sense his doubts?

"Please do the right thing," she whispered. "I know you won't regret it. And I'll be so proud, Noatak."

She gave him one final squeeze, then released him without waiting for a response. She moved toward the Avatar, her eyes still glistening.

"Korra," Kanna said warmly, pulling the younger woman into an embrace.

Noatak stepped back to give them privacy, his mother's words still echoing in his mind. When they separated, he approached them again.

"I love you both so much," Kanna said, wiping at her teary eyes. "Please stay safe and take good care of each other. I'll be here waiting for you whenever you can return."

The Avatar nodded and managed a smile. "Goodbye, Kanna."

They both climbed onto the sled. Noatak gazed at his mother one last time, perhaps for the very last time.

"Goodbye, Mom," he murmured at last.

Then they set off into the white, frozen landscape.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          In this story, Noatak's long path to redemption is paved with the help of three women: First, Katara, who recognized his redeeming qualities when no one else did. Second, his mother, who accepted and loved him when he thought he did not deserve it. And last, Korra, who will eventually love him for who he is.
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17. Back to the Oasis


    
    The journey back to the Northern Water Tribe capital passed in what felt like half the time, though the days counted the same. Clear skies and cooperative weather made the difference.

They arrived around midday on the third day, leaving a few hours before moonrise. After returning the rented sled, they made their way toward the chief's temple where the Oasis entrance was. There, they settled at a sheltered spot near the temple grounds, waiting for cover of full darkness before attempting their infiltration.

"Are you hungry?" the Avatar asked suddenly.

Noatak hadn't given it thought until she mentioned it, but he was starving. He shrugged off his backpack and dug through their supplies. "Any preferences?" His mother's generosity had left them well-stocked with options.

The Avatar's eyes went distant, her tongue wetting her lips. "I would kill for some fermented eel-shark jerky right now... and maybe blubber stew? Do we still have those?"

They did. The Avatar took care of building the fire while Noatak rummaged for the pot and ingredients. Once the flames were crackling, he heated the stew, and she immediately started snacking on the eel-shark strips. When he handed her a bowl, she attacked her meal with the kind of single minded focus usually reserved for battle.

"I'm tellin' ya," she mumbled around a mouthful of stew, "your mom can cook."

Noatak's nose wrinkled at her complete absence of manners, though he found himself oddly amused by her shameless enthusiasm. "I made the stew, actually."

She looked up from her bowl like he'd just confessed to being the Moon Spirit himself.

"Surprised, Avatar?"

"Well... yeah! I knew you helped your mother, but I figured – I don't know, how would you know how to cook anyway? Wouldn't your followers have been making meals for you?"

"I didn't have personal servants," he said, irritation threading through his voice. "The movement provided daily communal meals for everyone living at the base. But I still cooked when I stayed at the apartment." He paused, then added with deliberate casualness, "You've seen the kitchen. I'd say you inspected the entire apartment quite... thoroughly."

The Avatar pointedly ignored his comment, but he could see the flush creeping up her neck even with the firelight already illuminating her face. "Yeah, but traditional Water Tribe food is way harder to cook!" she said defensively. "There are barely any vegetables or spices to use, so you have to make the best out of almost nothing." After a brief pause, she added, "I was always terrible in the kitchen. Hunting was more of my thing."

"You certainly proved that." He meant it without sarcasm. She'd genuinely impressed him during their hunt. Without her, he'd have been lucky to return with half their haul, if he could do it at all. 

She set her empty bowl in the snow and stared at him with open bewilderment. The flames reflected in her eyes, transforming the turquoise into molten amber. "Amon, did you just compliment me?"

His lips curved upward, barely so. "Don't get used to it."

Silence settled between them, broken only by the crackling fire. The Avatar served herself a second helping while he continued eating, and in that quiet moment, Noatak found himself reflecting on how the tension between them had changed. Softened. Two weeks in his mother's house, sharing meals and chores and quiet evenings, had shifted something fundamental. Things couldn't simply snap back to how they were before.

His thoughts then drifted back to his mother, how he'd dreaded telling her the truth, terrified of what he'd see in her eyes. But he'd learned something most people took for granted: a mother's love could be unconditional, even when perhaps it shouldn't be.

Confessing everything about Tarrlok's death, then receiving her acceptance anyway had made the crushing weight of his guilt bearable. In fact, since their reunion, that recurring nightmare of the explosion had stopped plaguing his dreams.

But he had to acknowledge - none of this would have happened without the person sitting across from him. His greatest nemesis, once. She was the one who'd suggested he return home, an idea he’d never considered in seventeen years. She was the one who'd insisted on staying when he'd been desperate to leave. She was the one who'd found his mother.

His mother had hinted at something else, too. Something he could barely believe – the Avatar had spoken in his favor after his confession, prompting Kanna to go look after her son.

The circumstances leading to his reunion with his mother were almost miraculous. And he was the last person in the four nations to believe in miracles.

He turned to face the Avatar. She was staring into the dancing flames, lost somewhere in her own thoughts.

"Avatar."

Her eyes focused on him from across the flames, curious.

"I'd like to thank you," Noatak said earnestly.

Her eyes widened, lips parting in surprise. She blinked at him as if she'd misheard.

"For what?" The question came out quieter than usual, uncertain.

"For reuniting me with my mother."

"Oh." Silence stretched between them. She traced patterns in the snow with her gloved fingers, no longer meeting his eyes. "You don't need to thank me. It was necessary for the mission, remember?" He could tell she was trying to deflect, to minimize her role and dissolve the awkwardness.

"Why was it necessary in the first place?" he asked, realizing she'd never actually explained. Or rather, he never gave her the chance.

"Right, I didn't tell you." She abandoned the snow, tucking her knees closer. "Aang and I figured out that since family bonds are central to Water Tribe culture, you needed to... reconnect first. Before you could properly repair the water chi paths."

He nearly laughed at the absurdity of it. "I suppose we'll find out if that theory holds in a few hours."

"Yeah, I guess so..." She shifted slightly, then added, "So you're not planning to take off this time?" The sarcasm was obvious, but he could tell there was also genuine concern.

It was a question Noatak had known he needed to resolve before arriving here. His mother's parting request, along with an unfamiliar sense of obligation to repay the Avatar's unexpected kindness made him decide on attempting this one more time, fully aware the chances of failure remained high. And if, against all odds, it succeeded... well, there was still a considerable journey before the Avatar regained her full power.

He shook his head slowly. "But you'd better hope this attempt works." The implied warning was clear: there wouldn't be a third chance.

Her gaze drifted back to the flames. "For some reason, I actually have a good feeling about this."

 

The sun set completely. The full moon began its ascent.

They waited until darkness had fully settled before they began approaching the chief's temple.

Noatak glanced briefly at the moon, still low on the horizon. Even when he'd avoided bending entirely, he couldn't deny the moon's influence. Every month, he could feel its pull in his veins. While the full moon wasn't required for his bloodbending, it still enhanced his abilities. His awareness of water sharpened to the point where, if he concentrated without disturbance, he could detect a single heartbeat from hundreds of meters away.

The immense surge of power within him also tended to bring out his ruthless side, the one his father had cultivated so well. Unless he actively suppressed it.

When he sensed no guards on the other side of the wall, he breached it as before. They slipped through into the temple grounds, but before they could reach the tunnel entrance, Noatak stopped.

"There are already people inside."

"What? Why?" The Avatar's breath caught beside him.

Why indeed?

But it was obvious. How could he have forgotten something so fundamental?

"The full moon ceremony," he said quietly.

"The what now?"

He turned to face her. "Every full moon, the tribe makes offerings to the moon and ocean spirits. The ceremony typically lasts all night."

"All ni– but what are we supposed to do?" The Avatar breathed in despair, the fringes of her lips trembling. She was undoubtedly terrified of failing again after coming so far.

"Hey, listen to me." He kept his voice low but firm. "The ceremony probably isn't continuous – there should be windows when no one's inside. I can sense when that happens, and we won't need much time once we're there. We'll make this work."

He was somewhat surprised to find himself moved enough by her distress to use a lighter tone and offer reassurance, but it seemed to work. She snapped out of her panic, and her expression shifted to something that might have been gratitude.

"Okay," she breathed. "Okay."

They found a small building within the temple complex and settled against its frozen wall. The position kept them hidden from the main path while remaining close enough to move quickly. Noatak raised an additional wall of packed snow to further obscure their presence.

"This could take a while," he warned. "The nights are exceptionally long this time of year."

The Avatar nodded, though he could see lingering nervousness in her pressed lips and furrowed brow.

 

Hours crawled by, and they were still waiting. At some point, the Avatar had fallen asleep with her head tilted back against the wall, mouth slightly open.

Noatak found himself amazed that she could lower her guard so completely in this hostile territory. And in the company of a former enemy, no less.

Perhaps it was better this way, he mused. The waiting was exhausting, and for her, nerve-wracking. He continued sensing the large group of people moving through the spiritual area, their heartbeats a constant rhythm in his awareness.

When it felt like considerable time had passed, he carefully left their hiding spot to check the moon's position. It had passed its highest point but not by much. They still had time.

The Avatar woke twice, asking him groggily if anything had changed. Both times he told her nothing had, and she drifted back to sleep almost immediately.

After more waiting, he briefly contemplated whether they should simply fight their way in, with no better alternatives available. But guards were stationed throughout the grounds. The Avatar could only airbend, an ability so rare that using it would identify her instantly. And he could only fight using waterbending, which he was reluctant to employ in combat, or bloodbending, which was absolutely out of the question. The odds weren't on their side.

When Noatak noticed himself starting to doze as well, he retrieved the remaining eel-shark snacks and chewed through them one by one to stay alert.

Then, finally, it happened.

Just as he finished the last strip, he felt a large group departing through the tunnel in an orderly procession. The space was emptied completely.

It was time.

"Avatar, get up," he whispered.

No response.

"Avatar." He tried again, slightly louder.

She moaned and mumbled something incoherent. If he'd learned anything from their time together, it was that the Avatar was a heavy sleeper.

He hesitated for only a moment before deciding they couldn't afford to waste time. He gripped her left shoulder and shook her firmly.

Her eyes flew open, wide and startled.

"What are you – " She growled, her voice too loud.

"Keep your voice down," he interrupted sharply. "We need to move now. It’s time."

It took her several seconds to process his words and understand their significance. Then her eyes widened even more. 

"Oh, spirits!"

She leaped to her feet, and they moved swiftly but carefully toward the tunnel entrance.

Once the tunnel ended and the waterfall came into view, their pace slowed as if compelled by the tranquility and spirituality of the space itself. As they crossed the bridge leading to the island, Noatak noticed that woven baskets filled with offerings had been arranged carefully in front of the ancient spirit gate. The items appeared untouched, as the spirits hadn't come to claim them yet, if they were going to at all. They approached the koi pond where the physical manifestations of the moon and ocean spirits swam in their eternal circle.

Watching the sight, Noatak recalled the story of the Fire Nation admiral who'd killed the moon spirit during the siege, temporarily destroying all waterbending across the world. Could he have done such a thing if the revolution had progressed far enough? If the opportunity had presented itself? The tactic had been brutally effective, but the obvious lesson from what followed was that dealing with spirits could never be predicted or controlled. He'd never been spiritual himself, despite his claims otherwise, but he couldn't deny the spirits' influence on the world and the lives of humans.

He turned to face the Avatar. She was taking deep breaths with long exhalations, trying to calm herself.

"Ready?" he asked.

She nodded. "Let's do this."

For the third time, he placed his thumb against her forehead, letting his eyes slip closed as he began sensing her chi paths. As before, he found it exceptionally fascinating – the bending chi paths of the Avatar were unlike any other bender's, as she had one for every element. But he could easily sense how three of them were brutally damaged – his doing. The only one that remained intact and active was also far from reaching its full potential.

When he'd taken her bending away, this chi path hadn't existed yet, so he couldn't destroy it along with the rest. Now, however, he could if he wanted to...

He forcibly directed his focus to her water chi path specifically, familiarizing himself with its structure. Then he took it under his control. The main challenge lay in stitching the damage together, reversing it to be precisely as it was before he'd ripped it apart. As opposed to the previous attempt, the full moon helped him sense the fractures with crystalline clarity.

This was the most difficult thing he'd ever attempted with his bending, requiring his complete concentration and the full extent of his capabilities focused on this delicate task.

Surprisingly, little by little, he felt the damaged pathways beginning to respond to his bending…

But was it enough?

He wasn't certain...

Suddenly, brilliant light erupted from the Avatar, its glow so strong that it blazed through his closed eyelids.

In that same moment, Noatak felt as if something heavy had struck him in the head. His bending grip slackened and fell away, and darkness swallowed him whole.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
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18. Illusion


    
    A long time later, or perhaps no time at all, he woke.

Noatak clenched his fingers into the rough but pleasant texture beneath him. Grass? Was he still on the island in the Spirit Oasis? But the thundering waterfall had gone silent...

He opened his eyes and sat up. His field of vision was limited in a way that felt disturbingly familiar.  When he raised his hand to his face, it met hard resistance.

He focused on his forearm as it came into view. The leather garment covering it made his breath catch.

Impossible.

Noatak surged to his feet, and the movement came easily, without the usual stiffness and lingering pain from his injuries. In fact, he felt better than he had in weeks, as good as he'd been in his prime.

Looking down at himself confirmed what he'd already suspected. He wore his full uniform from his Equalist days, not a single piece missing. And on his face, unmistakably, was his old mask.

Was he dreaming?

He turned his attention to his surroundings. This was definitely no longer in the Spirit Oasis. Grass plains stretched endlessly to the horizon in every direction. The color was an unnatural, almost luminescent shade of green, dotted with flowers and mushrooms that looked nothing like any species he'd ever encountered.

As much as it didn’t look like any place he’d even been to, this didn’t feel like a dream.

And if it indeed wasn’t, where was the Avatar?

She would likely be alarmed to encounter him looking like this, assuming she was here at all. He pushed down the hood and reached for the mask's straps, untying them loose.

But when he attempted to pull the mask from his face, it wouldn't budge. He tried again, then again, adjusting his grip and angle. Nothing. The mask remained fixed as if fused to his skin.

Noatak felt trapped.

That mask had once been his buffer from the world, a shield guarding the truth he couldn't bear anyone to see. But right now, it represented far too much.

Staying here would accomplish nothing, he decided. He chose a direction at random and started walking.

 

After what he estimated to be an hour, the environment began to change. The open plains gradually turned into a forest, the trees growing darker and more twisted the deeper he went. He heard the trickle of running water, and by following the sound he reached a small stream.

He knelt beside it and reached out, fingers breaking the surface.

He couldn't sense the water at all. When he tried to pull it under his control, it didn’t respond, ignoring him completely as if he weren't a waterbender.

At that moment, Noatak admitted what he'd suspected since the first unexplainable occurrence.

He was in the Spirit World.

That also explained the light just before he'd lost consciousness – it was the Avatar's eyes glowing with spiritual power. She must have been transported here somehow, bringing him along with her.

He'd been to the Spirit World once, when he'd somehow found his way into Wan Shi Tong's library through circumstances he still didn't entirely understand. But that visit had been limited to the library itself. This place... it might be as vast as the physical world.

It was becoming clear that if he wanted to escape, he would need to find the Avatar. But so far, nothing had given him any indication of where she might be.

He decided to follow the stream. Water had to flow somewhere eventually, even here.

 

~*~*~

 

It felt like hours since Korra had found herself in this odd place, and Amon was nowhere to be seen.

At some point, she tried to airbend, but nothing happened. Her stomach dropped and she tried again and again, but to no avail.

He took it. He took my last element just to get his final revenge and leave me completely powerl-

No. She forced herself to breathe. It didn't make sense. This place felt wrong in a way that had nothing to do with Amon. The colors too bright, the air humming with something she couldn’t identify.

This must be the Spirit World.

The realization came from somewhere deep within her, but the moment she thought it, she knew it must be true. And reaching the Spirit World was an important milestone for the Avatar. Finally, she had accomplished some spiritual progress! Surely there would be spirits here who could explain what was happening, guide her, tell her what any of this meant.

But some time later, after she’d been walking for what felt like forever, she found no one. No spirits. No signs. No answers. Her frustration began rising the more she walked and the landscape barely changed from those open flowery fields.

Her presence here must be connected to the attempt to restore her bending, right? But even if it did, Amon might not be here at all. It was rare for any non-Avatar, and especially someone so unspiritual as him to find their way into the Spirit World, according to everything she knew.

After a while, the landscape started changing. Korra finally spotted trees in the distance and felt a surge of relief. She hopped over a narrow stream and reached the first tree, settling down and leaning against its trunk while trying to think through her situation.

Maybe she could meditate. She could reach Aang again and get him to explain why she was stuck in the Spirit World. It was probably the smartest thing to do right now, and thankfully she was getting better at this. Aang himself had told her she could contact him whenever she needed.

Korra closed her eyes and tried concentrating on the calming sound of flowing water nearby.

Her eyes flew open almost immediately when she heard something – the distinct rustle of someone moving through bushes. She wasn't alone.

Finally.

Korra pushed herself to her feet and moved toward the source of the sound, hope rising in her chest.

But she stopped dead in her tracks, her mouth falling open in horror.

Standing in front of her was Amon. Not Amon who looked like a regular guy, it was Amon. Masked and dressed in his full uniform, standing in that signature pose with his hands clasped behind his back.

"W-why are you wearing that?" The words came out strangled, barely audible. Her lungs forgot how to work.

His head tilted. The motion was minute.

"Avatar," he said, his voice so cold and dark that her knees nearly buckled beneath her. "The first time we met, I promised to destroy you. I failed to fully accomplish it."

No. What's happening? Why is he like that again? Her heart raced in her chest like she was sprinting, but Korra remained frozen in her place.

"I believe now is the time."

He advanced toward her slowly, almost lazily, like a predator approaching cornered prey, confident in its inevitable victory. Only then Korra stumbled back, trying to gain as much distance between them, even if it felt futile.

Because without her bending, she knew, she was no match for him.

He lunged.

One moment he was three paces away, the next he was everywhere. He swept aside her desperate, clumsy attempts at defense. Then he was behind her – how did he move like that? – and a hand locked around her arms, wrenching them back with bruising force. One arm circled her throat.

She tried to scream but only a choked sound escaped. Tried to breathe and couldn't. Her fingers scrabbled uselessly at his forearm.

He's going to kill me.

Darkness crept in from the edges of her vision. Her limbs grew heavy. Distant. The world was fading, sound muffled as if she were underwater, sinking deeper…

The pressure vanished.

Korra collapsed forward onto her hands and knees, gasping. Each gulp of breath scraped her throat raw, every exhalation was accompanied by a whimper. Tears she wasn’t aware of were running down her cheeks.

Once enough oxygen reached her brain she registered the sounds. She turned her head.

But what her eyes saw made absolutely no sense. She had to be hallucinating, imagining things.

There were two Amons, and they were locked in fierce combat.

Not just two people wearing the same uniform. They were identical. Same height, same build, similar movements with terrifying level of skill.

Korra watched, transfixed despite everything. She'd seen Amon fight before, watched him dismantle opponents so quickly she'd later assumed he was cheating by using bloodbending in secret. Now, however, she saw how formidable a warrior he was even without it.

But they were clearly, obviously, perfectly matched. Whenever one attempted something creative, the other had already predicted it, already moved to counter. It was like watching someone fight their own reflection.

What was happening? What was the other Amon?

Maybe it didn't matter, because he was the one who'd saved her from the first, which made him an ally. She had to help. Her intervention might tip the balance in his favor.

But how could she tell them apart?

An idea struck her suddenly. It was a long shot, but worth trying.

She forced herself to her feet, throat still burning. "Noatak!"

It happened fast – too fast to track clearly. One of the Amons suddenly managed to seize the advantage, driving his opponent back and exploiting every opening until he swept his legs out and sent him crashing to the ground.

Oh no.

She'd made it worse. She'd distracted the one who'd saved her.

Korra ran forward without thinking, towards the Amon who was pinning the other down. In a moment of pure insanity, she leaped onto his back and wrapped her arms around his neck.

He threw her off almost immediately. She hit the ground hard, pain shooting through her shoulder. The next thing she saw was her ally used the distraction to reverse their positions, rolling them over until he was the one pinning his opponent down, trapping his arms against the earth.

Korra scrambled back to her feet and moved closer, ready to help if needed. But now that her attacker was immobilized, she noticed something she'd missed before: behind the slits of his mask, where his eyes should be, there was nothing.

He's not real.

In that exact moment, the pinned Amon dissolved into nothing.

The other was on his hands and knees, staring down at the spot where his double had just vanished. Then his head turned toward her, pale blue eyes wide behind the mask.

Korra knew he'd just saved her life (though she wasn't entirely sure what death meant in the Spirit World) but when she saw that masked face again, the emotion rising inside her chest was anger.

"Why are you wearing that thing again?" she demanded.

He slowly shifted to a sitting position.

"I can't seem to be able to remove it," he said quietly.

That voice, it was the very same voice that was just used to threatened her minutes ago, with the same timbre, the same resonance. And yet, the way he spoke now couldn't have been more different.

It took her a moment to process what he actually said. "What? How..."

He pushed back the hood, untied the mask's straps, and demonstrated how it refused to move from his face. When he dropped his hands, the straps were somehow tied again at the back of his head.

What the hell?

"Can I try?"

The offer escaped her lips before she'd properly thought it through. She searched his eyes through the mask's slits, looking for permission.

He didn't say anything or make any move, but Korra decided to interpret that as a yes.

She shifted to sit behind him and lifted her hands to the back of his head. As she worked on untying the complicated knot, her fingers brushed lightly against dark brown hair.

When the straps came free, she moved to face him and grasped the mask with both hands. Through the eyeholes, she saw, his eyes were closed.

She pulled, and this time, it didn't resist. Gradually, Noatak's face became visible once more.

He opened his eyes, and they found hers.

For several long moments, they simply stared at one another. Her bright turquoise meeting his pale blue.

Then Korra's gaze dropped to the mask in her hands, studying it briefly.

Her expression hardened. Her hand clenched tight around it. She threw it as far as she could. It disappeared into the bushes with a rustle of leaves.

She stood. "Let's go."

Noatak's gaze followed the mask's arc until it vanished from sight. When he looked back at her, something close to amusement flickered in his eyes. He rose to his feet as well.

"How did you know?" he asked.

"That I could remove your mask?" she clarified. "I didn't. Or you could call it Avatar intuition, I guess," she added half-jokingly, knowing he wouldn't buy it for a second.

As they started walking, Korra's mind circled back to what had just happened.

"What was the deal with that monstrous Amon who was hell-bent on killing me?" Her voice came out more shaken than she'd intended. "And why did he disappear like that? Do you have any idea?" She thought Noatak might explain how it came into existence. It was his double, after all.

"I don't," he admitted.

She hesitated, then added, trying for casual, "You put up one hell of a fight against him, though. Must've been freakish, fighting yourself."

Noatak raised a brow, glancing at her. "Did you just compliment me, Avatar?" Korra didn't miss that he was throwing her own words back at her.

Heat crept up her neck. "Not a chance. I'm sure you can't pull that off in the physical world anyway. I saw you panting after a brief run."

The landscape shifted around them again. The longer they walked, the thinner and colder the forest became until it disappeared entirely. Now they were wandering across icy plains not unlike those that awaited them back in the physical world.

"Wait." Korra stopped abruptly. "Do you actually know where we're going?" She'd assumed he was leading them somewhere, but it didn't look like they were getting anywhere at all.

"Whatever happened to that so called 'Avatar intuition’?" he asked with clear, surprising teasing note, but then added more seriously, "I have no idea where we should go. I'd been walking around for hours before I came across you."

Hours. They'd been here for hours.

Was it still the full moon in the physical world? Because if they'd missed their window, if they'd failed again to restore her bending… she might have lost her chance to regain waterbending forever.

Although... this attempt had felt different. She'd felt something shift inside her during the healing, something that hadn't happened before. Did that mean it had worked?

And what about the ceremony? By now, whoever had been performing it must have returned to the Spirit Oasis. What if someone had found their unconscious bodies lying there? What if she woke up in a cell again?

What if someone recognized her this time?

Korra swallowed hard.

"Let's just keep walking." It wasn't like they had any other choice.

They continued across the frozen expanse in silence. The landscape never seemed to change, just endless ice stretching in all directions.

Then, distantly, a voice.

They both stopped.

When it came again, Korra realized it was a scream.
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19. Monster

Notes for the Chapter:Trigger warning: The beginning of this chapter depicts verbal abuse toward children, and mentions of physical abuse




    
    Their eyes met for a split second. The next moment they were running, heading toward the disturbing sound.

Although Korra's very nature always sought to help whoever was in need, another part recoiled at the thought of what could make someone scream like that. The memory was still fresh, that iron forearm crushing her windpipe...

The one thing that managed to steady her was the awareness that not only was she not alone, but she had someone very capable at her side. Unbelievable. If anyone had told her a month ago she'd draw comfort from Amon's presence, she would've laughed in their face.

The screaming stopped after a few moments but they were close now. A column of smoke became visible between snowy hills, indicating a campfire. They rounded a hill and three figures came into view: two small boys huddled together, and a man standing some distance away.

The younger child was wailing in the other's arms. The older boy tried to comfort him, but his own face was pale and frightened. The sound of those sobs twisted something in Korra's chest as she realized the little one must have been the source of the screaming, but what had caused him such agony?

And why wasn't the man helping? Why was he just standing there?

She turned to ask Noatak what they should do, and the words died in her mouth.

She'd never seen him like this.

All color had drained from his face. Fury and horror warred in his expression, his whole frame shaking. Her gaze dropped to his hands - they were clenched into fists so hard his knuckles had gone white.

Her first instinct was to get as far from him as possible. But it was immediately clear that whatever he was feeling wasn't directed at her.

Something was very wrong. She'd been traveling with him for weeks now and despite their history, despite everything, he'd never expressed this much raw emotion at her. Sure, he could be cold, distant, and downright unpleasant, but never like this. This was something else entirely.

Then it clicked. Korra mentally kicked herself for not realizing immediately.

She looked back at the scene. Really looked at it this time.

The man. The two terrified boys. The younger one sobbing. The older one trying to protect him.

Fury burned inside her. That father had struck his own son - a child of what, six years old? Tarrlok had told her about their childhood, about the bloodbending training, but he'd never mentioned this.

But why were they seeing it here, now?

First the monster Amon had attacked her. Now this.

A horrible realization dawned on her. This place... was it deliberately creating those traumatizing scenes?

Maybe to break them? 

"Noatak!" The manroared, cutting through her thoughts. "Leave that crybaby and come back here at once! We are not finished!"

The boy didn't move. He continued holding his little brother.

"Let's make this clear." Yakone's voice went dangerously quiet. "Are you disobeying me?" He started advancing toward the frightened children. "Do you wish to get the same treatment as your lazy brother?"

Korra tore her gaze from the terrible scene to look at Noatak. "We have to do something!"

Nothing. No response. No indication he'd even heard her. He just stared at the scene, frozen.

"Come on!" She tried desperately to snap him out of it, even tugging at the sleeve of his Amon uniform, but nothing worked.

He wasn't going to move.

There wasn't time to snap him out of it before Yakone hurt those boys again. So Korra left his side and ran.

Maybe she'd lost her bending. Maybe she couldn't use it here anyway. But she'd spent most of her life training in combat. She could take down men twice her size without much difficulty. She might not be able to beat Amon, but this old bastard was a completely different story.

The crunch of snow under her feet gave her away. Yakone turned-

-just in time to take a brutal kick to the stomach.

He grunted and folded, clutching where she'd struck. His attempted retaliation was sloppy, and she dodged easily before driving her fist into his face.

The blow sent him collapsing into the snow like a sack of grain. If this were the physical world, his face would be a mess of blood right now.

Korra stood over him, hands on her hips, grin spreading across her face. It had been too long since she'd gotten to kick some ass. And this one definitely deserved it.

She turned at the sound of approaching footsteps. It was Noatak, and he seemed to have somewhat recovered. Korra opened her mouth to say something witty, maybe share the excitement about her swift victory. But before she could, something told her this wasn’t the right time.

He was staring at the fallen man with a completely blank expression. Then, without a word, he walked past her toward the two children still huddled in the snow.

Embarrassment flushed through Korra as she realized she'd been so caught up in the satisfaction of her win that she'd forgotten about them entirely. The boys looked even more terrified than before, their gazes darting between their unconscious father and her.

They think I'm going to hurt them too.

The adult Noatak settled near the brothers but kept enough distance that they wouldn't feel threatened. "Tarrlok, Noatak," he said softly. "Don't be scared. You're safe now."

Both children stared at him with wide, uncertain eyes.

"W-who are you?" the older boy asked, young Noatak, his voice small and wary.

"…A relative," the man answered after brief hesitation. "I know what your father did to you. I want you to know this: no father should ever treat his children the way he treated you."

"He hit me," little Tarrlok blurted out, his voice breaking. Unlike his brother, he seemed ready to trust this stranger immediately. "He's always so angry now. I'm scared."

"I know," adult Noatak said quietly. "But from this day on, he will never hurt you again. And you'll never have to train in waterbending unless you want to. I'll make sure of it."

Tarrlok smiled, but young Noatak remained unconvinced. "But... but how? Dad will get so mad."

"For a start, you need to tell your mother about this," said adult Noatak. "She doesn't know what's been happening, does she? Your father told you not to tell her."

Young Noatak looked down at the snow, his small hands clenching. "He said... he said he'd punish us if we told anyone." His voice dropped to barely a whisper. "Not even Mom."

"He said Mom can't understand," Tarrlok added, pressing closer to his brother.

Young Noatak nodded quickly, the words tumbling out faster now. "Dad said only men can be strong to handle it. That we have to be strong like him or we'll never-" His voice caught and he stopped, looking scared he'd said too much.

"Your father lied to you," adult Noatak said firmly but gently. "No one should go through what he's putting you through. Not men, not women, not children. Especially not his own sons." He gestured toward Korra. "You see her? She just protected you from him. She brought him down easily because she wanted to keep you safe. Is she weak?"

The boys stared at her with a mixture of admiration and intimidation.

Noatak stood up slowly. "You should go back to your mother now. Would you like us to walk with you?"

The brothers exchanged quick glances and nodded in unison.

Korra listened to the entire exchange with something close to awe, especially the part where she was mentioned. Every few seconds she also glanced at Yakone, who was beginning to stir. She used hand gestures to make sure Noatak noticed. He nodded acknowledgment and guided the children well away from their father.

"I'll be back soon," Noatak said quietly as she joined them. The children stood on either side of him, each holding one of his hands. "Can you look after them in the meantime?"

"Sure," Korra answered, still trying to wrap her mind around the surreal situation. It was bizarre seeing Amon, even without the mask but still in his full uniform, interacting so tenderly with children.

Not to mention how surreal it was to see him standing next to the child version of himself. The resemblance was undeniable, something she didn't notice when looking at that old photograph in their family hut.

And then there was child Tarrlok. This frightened little boy would grow up to be the man who bloodbent and kidnapped her. The man who'd told her the heartbreaking story of his childhood, a story she'd just witnessed a fragment of. That same man had eventually brought about his own death and nearly his brother's.

Korra's heart broke for these innocent children. They never deserved any of this.

"Hey, kiddos," she called gently, crouching down to their level. "Want to build a huge polar bear dog out of snow?"

The brothers didn't respond immediately. They still seemed intimidated by her.

"It's all right," Noatak reassured them with an encouraging nudge to their backs.

"Okay..." little Noatak mumbled. They approached her hesitantly.

While the children started tentatively playing in the snow, Korra couldn't help but walk a few meters away to get a clear view of where Noatak was headed.

She was taken aback to see him crouching beside his father.

 

~*~*~

 

Noatak had never imagined he would see this face again. He could still remember every detail of their last encounter.

He remembered how satisfying it had felt to watch the monster writhe under his own curse turned against it.

But for a man this heartless, no punishment could ever be harsh enough. Not even the torture of bloodbending, delivered by his own son.

The scene he'd just witnessed – relived – had brought back memories long since buried and forgotten. Brought back waves of hatred and contempt stronger than before, more intense than anything he'd ever felt in his life.

True, there was no torture severe enough for the monster his father had been...

But there was one thing that might come close. And he was here for it.

It didn't matter that he didn't know what this being was - this thing with his father's appearance and behavior. This was still the closest he could get to revenge. And perhaps to closure.

The older man groaned in pain while struggling to sit up, his hand touching his face where the Avatar had struck him. After several seconds, he noticed Noatak approaching and rage immediately twisted his features.

"Who are you? Where did you take my sons? What did you do to them?"

Noatak crouched beside him. "We've done nothing to harm them. Unlike you." His voice was calm, measured. "In fact, you have no right to call yourself their father anymore. From this day on, they'll be safe from you."

"How dare you! Who do you think you are, telling me what to do with my own sons, you-"

"I'll do far more than that." Noatak's voice dropped low, dangerous. "I look familiar, don't I?"

He watched recognition flicker across the old man's face. Yakone couldn't tear his gaze away, staring as if confronted by a ghost.

"Who... who are you?" This time the question came out as a hoarse whisper.

"My name is Noatak," the younger man said clearly. "I should have been your son. But you saw me as nothing but a tool. A weapon to be forged for your revenge against the Avatar."

The expression on Yakone's face shifted to one of complete shock.

"You can be proud," Noatak continued. "Your plan worked almost perfectly. Tarrlok, even though you never believed in him, managed to bloodbend the Avatar into submission.

"As for myself, I used bloodbending to develop a method to permanently remove bending. Imitating what the Avatar did to you." He paused, letting that sink in. "And then I used it on the new Avatar."

His voice dropped even lower. "The Avatar is nearly a nonbender now. What would you say about that?"

The older man needed time to absorb this information. Then an expression of pure delight spread across his cruel features. The news effectively erased his previous anger.

"The Avatar... is a nonbender now? And you did that, Noatak? I always knew you were a prodigy, but to actually remove the Avatar's bending… that's more that I could have possibly – "

But Noatak stopped listening. Disgust coiled in his stomach.

"You seem to have missed something." He raised his voice, cutting through his father's gloating. "I said your plan almost succeeded. The Avatar is nearly powerless, true. But it won't stay that way for long."

He took a deliberate breath, his eyes boring into his father's. "I've decided to help the Avatar. I'm going to reverse what I've done. In fact, today, the Avatar will regain her waterbending."

The expression on Yakone's face could have been terrifying once. There was a time when Noatak had cowered under that look.

"Actually, she's here with me now. You just met her. I'd say you two had a rather... close encounter."

By this point, Yakone was breathing hard through bared teeth, trembling with rage.

Without warning, he swung a fist at Noatak's face.

But Noatak was far too quick. He rose to his feet in one fluid motion, easily dodging the blow. Yakone's momentum sent him pitching forward into the snow.

Without sparing him another glance, Noatak walked away.

"TRAITOR!" The word was screamed after him.

The curses and shouted obscenities followed him, but Noatak paid them no attention. Because inside him, something heavy had lifted.

When he was about to round the hill, he allowed himself one final glance back.

At that exact moment, the monster's figure dissolved into nothing.
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20. Paths


    
    When Noatak approached Korra and the children, he found the three of them working on a massive snow sculpture that, to be honest, didn't look like much of anything yet. He stopped a short distance away and watched, his mind still processing the surreal nature of the scene.

The children had already taken to her. Little Tarrlok was in the middle of recounting a story about a koala-otter he'd chased the other day, completely neglecting his assigned task of shaping the sculpture's legs. Noatak found himself admiring the boy's resilience, considering what he'd just endured.

The child version of himself, meanwhile, was intensely focused on creating the head, stopping only occasionally to ask Korra for advice.

Eventually Korra noticed him and approached with little Tarrlok trailing behind her.

“Are you okay?" she asked quietly, genuine concern in her voice. "I thought I heard yelling..."

"I'm fine," he said shortly, caught off guard that she'd bothered to ask about his wellbeing. "And he's gone. Just like… the other one."

Relief washed over her face. She ruffled young Tarrlok's hair absently. "What are we going to do with them?" she whispered.

Noatak glanced around, taking in the landscape. "I think I recognize this place. I should be able to find our way back to the village, assuming it even exists here. We might find their mother there." The words felt strange in his mouth, she was his mother too. "With any luck, it'll also give us some clue about how to return to the physical world."

Korra nodded her agreement, then her expression turned slightly sheepish. "There's another thing you should know. I... kind of let slip your name to your younger self. So you should probably brace yourself for questions about that."

He raised an eyebrow. "What of it?"

The Avatar always addressed him as 'Amon'. While his persona's name might sound unusual to the child, as it certainly wasn't a Water Tribe name, he still couldn't see why she thought it would be a problem.

She too looked confused by his reaction. "He knows you two have the same name! And he told me he doesn't know any relatives with that name. So you'd better think about what you're going to tell him."

Oh.

He turned to watch the snow sculpture taking shape. The boy in question was on the other side of it, hidden from view.

"I think… I'll simply tell him the truth." Even though he could easily fabricate a plausible explanation, something felt fundamentally wrong about lying in this situation.

Korra crossed her arms, her eyes narrowing slightly with skepticism. "Are you sure that's a good idea?"

"No," he admitted.

When little Noatak joined them, they all started heading toward what would hopefully be the village of Kipnuk. Little Tarrlok immediately demanded to sit on Korra's shoulders, and she relented with an amused huff. Noatak noticed his younger self eyeing his brother with unmistakable envy, so he lifted the boy onto his own shoulders. The delighted sound the child made was unexpectedly affecting.

As predicted, the inevitable question came shortly after they started walking.

"Is it true your name is Noatak too?" the child asked a few minutes into their journey.

"It is," Noatak confirmed.

"But... I'm the only Noatak I know, and you said you're our relative. So who are you exactly?" He couldn't see the child's face but imagined it scrunched with confusion.

"I wasn't lying when I said I'm your relative. I do know both of you very well. But it makes perfect sense that you're not familiar with me." He'd probably confused the boy even more, but he wanted him to reach the conclusion himself.

"I still don't understand."

"Fair enough. I'll give you a hint then: what's your favorite food?"

He caught Korra glancing at him with bewilderment in his peripheral vision.

"Mine's mommy's sea prunes!" little Tarrlok declared enthusiastically without being asked.

"Hey, mine too, but my mommy's!" Korra bounced him on her shoulders, and he dissolved into wild giggles.

"Mine's polar puffin soup when there's a snowstorm outside," young Noatak said thoughtfully. "But how’s that a hint if you're asking me a question?"

"The hint is that my favorite is also polar puffin soup."

The child went silent for a while, processing this information.

"What about… your favorite polar animal?" he asked eventually, and Noatak knew he was beginning to suspect.

"That's a good question. I always liked the dogs that pulled the sleds. I went to pet them whenever they came to the village. And there was a time I brought home a turtle-seal pup and kept it as a pet for a while. But my father eventually made me get rid of it."

Little Tarrlok gasped. "But you also found a turtle-seal pup, Noatak!"

But young Noatak wanted to be absolutely certain. "What's your favorite game?"

"When I was about your age, I loved playing in the snow with my younger brother. Our mother would tell us legends of our tribe, and we'd reenact them using snow sculptures we built together."

He knew that would be sufficient for the child. And indeed:

"You're me," young Noatak whispered in amazement.

"I am."

"But… how??"

"That's a question I don't know the answer to. I never imagined I’d meet you, either."

In the distance, smoke was already visible rising from the huts of the small village. The place apparently existed here as well.

"Tell me more about me! What will I be when I grow up?" the child asked with excitement.

"And me! I want to be big like you too!" little Tarrlok added enthusiastically.

Noatak stopped walking.

He knelt on one knee and carefully lifted the boy from his shoulders, placing his younger self in front of him so their eyes were level.

"The thing is, we're not exactly the same. So I can't answer that question," adult Noatak said gently.

"But you just said you're me. You just proved it." Confusion creased the child's face again.

Noatak sighed deeply. "We're not the same because from this day forward, your future diverges from my past. What happened to me won't be what happens to you.

"When Father took me and my brother on today's trip, no one stood up against him when he treated us the way he treated you." His voice went hollow, eyes dropping to the snow. "So the next day, he continued. He continued his training and continued using violence when he wasn’t satisfied enough."

Young Noatak's eyes widened with dread.

His adult self lifted his gaze to meet the child's. "But I already promised you – you won't suffer from him any longer. And in the end, I believe that will make all the difference. I don't know what you two will become, but I know you will have each other. And together, there's nothing you can't do."

Noatak squeezed the boy's shoulder and offered a one sided smile. The child reflected it back at him.

"You also have a dimple," the child pointed out happily.

"Do I?" Noatak murmured thoughtfully. "I'd forgotten. But it makes sense."

 

When they reached the small village, the children gave both adults hugs in turn. Then they ran toward the hut at the edge of the settlement, promising over their shoulders to bring their mother back to meet Noatak and Korra.

After they disappeared through the doorway, another figure emerged from the same hut. But it wasn't Kanna.

The person looked entirely out of place in this frozen landscape: robes of orange and yellow, head shaved bald with a distinctive blue arrow tattooed on his crown. There was no mistaking who he was.

It was Avatar Aang.

Noatak tensed immediately. But Korra seemed elated by this development. "Aang! Finally!"

The airbender approached them with that characteristic peaceful bearing. "Korra, it's wonderful to see you," he said with obvious warmth.

But as he stood before them, his attention focused specifically on Noatak. "I know you must have complicated feelings about meeting me. I'll admit I'm uncertain what to make of you as well. You attempted to destroy my culture and everything I worked to preserve. But I also appreciate the fact that you've made it this far with Korra."

Noatak offered a curt nod.

"Aang, please tell me we're finally leaving this place," Korra said, nervousness creeping into her voice.

"Yes, Korra. Once I'm finished, you can return to the physical world."

"Yes! Finally!" She jumped, throwing a fist above her head.

Aang watched her with a smile. "But before that, I want to acknowledge what you've accomplished by reaching this point. This particular realm of the Spirit World is extraordinarily dangerous. People have lost their minds roaming it, confronting their deepest fears and most painful traumas."

Noatak tried to process this revelation. Everything they'd encountered had been mere manifestations of their worst experiences?

Then for Korra... her deepest fear was still the one he himself had instilled in her as Amon.

He glanced at her, wondering how she felt about him now.

But Korra's attention remained fixed on her predecessor. "I'd already figured that out, mostly. But why did we end up here in the first place?"

"You need to understand, Korra. Over the past months, despite all the hardships you've endured, or perhaps because of them, you've opened yourself to new opportunities and profound changes. Your time of self-reflection has made you more spiritually receptive. Things that were once inaccessible to you are now within reach.

"You came to the Spirit Oasis on the day of the full moon, when the Spirit World is most accessible from that place. Your presence there, combined with your spiritual readiness as the Avatar, triggered your transition. And the pull was strong enough that it brought along the person in your proximity at the time."

He paused, his expression growing more serious. "Unfortunately, of all places, you ended up in this isolated and dangerous realm. But still, against all odds, you cooperated. Together, you overcame the challenges."

Korra looked genuinely disappointed despite her predecessor's praising tone. "If I understand you correctly, everything we just did... everything we just went through... it was for nothing? It can't be, Aang!"

The Air Nomad shook his head firmly. "Of course it wasn't for nothing, Korra. I don't believe it was coincidence either. But here's what matters: today, you both faced your worst fears from the past, and you managed to overcome them. But you didn't do it alone – you needed each other. And this, I think, is the greatest lesson here. You proved something very important to each other today."

Noatak looked at Korra again. At that exact moment, she glanced at him too. Their gazes held for several beats.

Something was present in Korra's eyes that he was certain hadn't been there before. Something he couldn't quite interpret.

"Alright then," Korra said eventually, breaking the eye contact. "But what about my bending? Did the restoration work?"

Aang's expression revealed nothing. "I believe," he said, and there was an odd, echoing quality to his voice, "now is the right time to return you both to the physical world."
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21. Water


    
    It appeared the long hours they'd spent trapped in the Spirit World had passed in mere moments here. Noatak was still standing before Korra, thumb pressed to her forehead, but his bending grip on her chi paths was long gone. The brief unconsciousness had caused him to lose his footing. In front of him, the Avatar's eyes widened in alarm as she let out a startled cry. Time seemed to slow as he watched her fall backward while he fell too.

Two loud splashes echoed off the icy walls as they both plunged into the pond.

The water was cold and dark.

He was sinking into the abyss of bay water, having just been thrown there by the Avatar's sudden airbending...

Or maybe it was the open ocean. The explosion his own brother had triggered, meant to end them both instantly...

Being engulfed by one's own element should feel safe for a bender. But for him, not anymore.

His eyes snapped open.

He was about to bend his way to the surface when something made him freeze.

The white koi fish with the distinctive black spot on its head was swimming directly toward him, no longer maintaining its eternal circle with its partner. He watched, transfixed, as it drew closer and closer until it touched his forehead.

His eyes fell shut. But instead of darkness, he saw a young Water Tribe woman, her hair the color of fresh snow. She smiled shyly at him and lifted her hand to touch the same place the fish had just touched.

Noatak couldn't explain what happened in that moment. A strange tingling spread through his body from the point of contact, trickling outward like water, covering him from head to toe. It wasn't unpleasant.

The sensation faded gradually, and when he opened his eyes again, the fish was gone.

He became acutely aware of his burning need for oxygen and kicked hard toward where he hoped the surface was–

When he broke through, gasping, he saw the Avatar doing the same. They each swam to the pond's edge and hauled themselves back onto the grass with little grace. His forgotten injuries immediately began throbbing again, serving as an unwelcome reminder that they were definitively back in the physical world, as was the heavy parka he now wore instead of his old Equalist uniform.

Still breathing hard, he looked to his side.

The Avatar remained laying at the pond's edge, her hair was plastered to her face and neck, water streaming from her entire body and pooling around her. But he noticed that some of the moisture on her cheeks wasn't from the pond alone.

Her bending wasn't back.

Noatak pushed himself up with effort, feeling much heavier than usual due to the water-soaked coat. Instead of easily drying it with waterbending he shrugged out of it entirely, leaving himself in wet underlayers that clung to his skin uncomfortably. He approached the devastated Avatar with careful steps.

"Korra."

Her watery eyes snapped to him. He was holding out a damp hand.

"Let's try one more time."

A beat passed as she stared at the outstretched hand.

Hesitantly, she took it. He grasped her by the wrist so her hand wouldn't slip as he pulled her to her feet.

They positioned themselves in front of the pond once more. Below the surface, the koi fish had returned to their eternal circle as if nothing extraordinary had just occurred.

Noatak studied the Avatar's face. He found that he was at peace with what he was about to do.

His thumb pressed against her light chakra once more, and his eyes slipped closed.

 

~*~*~

 

This time, it felt right.

Korra felt something different from the previous attempts. It felt far more than just artificial manipulation.

Something within herself became whole again.

She opened her eyes, but his remained closed in concentration. His brows were furrowed with intense focus, short dark locks plastered to his forehead, water still dripping steadily from his hair down his face.

Several heartbeats later, with a sharp inhale, his eyes finally opened. He took a careful step back, looking at her with unmistakable expectation.

But Korra froze.

After so many shattered hopes, she was terrified of being disappointed again. She couldn't even bring herself to try. She wasn't sure if she truly sensed the water soaking her clothes or if it was just her desperate mind playing tricks.

Korra stared down at the pond, paralyzed by fear of discovering this was just another failure.

Something moved in her peripheral vision. Noatak drew a small amount of water and extended his hand toward her, the liquid floating in a sphere above his palm.

Her gaze locked with his. He gave her an encouraging nod. Those pale eyes that had once terrified her were now soft. Warm.

She could feel her heart pounding violently against her ribs.

The Avatar reached her hand forward slowly and placed it directly above his, the water suspended between their palms. When she did, Noatak carefully drew his hand away.

The water remained exactly where it was, still floating beneath her palm.

Korra's eyes widened in complete disbelief. Her jaw went slack.

When she raised her hand, the water followed. When she willed it, it froze to ice and melted back to water again.

"Yes... YES!!"

Tears blurred her vision again, but for an entirely different reason.

She pulled more water from the pond and performed her favorite forms, beaming and laughing the whole time. She'd missed this so much!

She completely lost track of time and space, oblivious to everything else. Until–

"Avatar."

Her head snapped around. Noatak stood several meters behind her, arms crossed over his chest. She didn't miss the cold tone or the fact that he'd returned to using her title.

"We should leave. They could return at any moment."

Right. She'd completely forgotten about that.

She was about to bend the water back into the pond but paused, remembering something Sifu Katara had told her long ago.

"Wait."

Noatak had just dried his coat and was holding it, about to put it back on. He stopped and looked at her.

"I want to return the favor."

Korra approached him with the water still hovering above her palm.

"The water of the Spirit Oasis has special properties. It's known to be the best healing water in the world,” she explained, reciting what her waterbending master had taught her years ago. "You're still suffering from your injuries – I can see it. So if you're okay with it, I want to try healing you."

Noatak stared at her. He didn't move a muscle.

"Well? What are you saying?" she prompted.

Still no reply. Korra was getting annoyed with his lack of communication. He should be happy about this, why was he acting weird again?

"Just so you know," she said, starting to regret the offer, "I'm a really good healer. Not as good as Katara, obviously. But still, it won't make things worse."

Several long seconds passed before Noatak finally nodded.

He placed his coat carefully on the ground beside him and sat down cross-legged, then pulled off the black undershirt he wore beneath it. Positioning herself behind him, Korra found herself staring at the full expanse of his back.

She'd seen it before when his condition had been far worse, but she was still shocked by how brutal the injuries remained even after Katara's dedicated care over weeks. No wonder it still hurt.

Korra placed one hand on the rough, damaged surface, noticing the way he tensed momentarily. Her other hand joined it, water flowing under her control. The Oasis healing water was unusually radiant and absorbed into the scarred skin with ease.

She'd never experienced a healing session quite like this before. Everywhere the water touched, the scars and burns began fading almost instantly, replaced by fresh, healthy skin. Even older marks, probably from past battles, disappeared along with the rest.

It took only a few minutes for his back to return to normal.

"It's done," Korra said, bending the water back into the pond. "Better now?" She knew it must be, but she wanted to hear him say it.

Noatak rolled his shoulders experimentally and half-turned to face her.

"What do you think?" he replied.

And for the second time, he smiled at her. One corner of his mouth lifted, those light blue eyes warmed with deep gratitude.

As Korra took in that sight, she was startled to feel a flutter in her stomach.
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22. New journey

Notes for the Chapter:Recap of the story so far:

Noatak and Tarrlok are found gravely injured and are treated by Katara. Eventually, Tarrlok dies, leading to Noatak's true identity being unwillingly exposed again.

Aang tells Korra her bending can be restored only by Amon, and to do that they'll need to travel to each of the original benders and acquire the ability from them. For his reasons, Amon agrees to go on this journey and he and Korra make their way to the North Pole. There, they eventually meet his mother and find themselves lost in the Spirit World before Noatak manages to restore Korra's waterbending. Korra uses the water of the Spirit Oasis to heal Noatak from the injuries he suffered since the explosion.




    
    "Hey Kaz! Busy?"

"For my favorite waterbender? Never." The big man didn't look up from the stove, but his gold eyes crinkled with a smile. He slid a fresh batch of pale, wrapped rolls into the oil and they hissed instantly. "I was starting to wonder if you’d show up today, Senna. You’re just in time."

Korra’s mouth watered. She leaned against the counter, watching his movements. "What’s today’s contraband?"

"Spinach rolls, filled with ground hippo-cow meat." He glanced at her with unmistakable mischief. "Deep fried."

"Deep fried?" She raised an eyebrow. "You sure Zhen is going to allow that?"

His warm laugh filled the galley. "Well... Zhen doesn't have to know." He winked at her before filling a paper box with the now golden-brown rolls. "And it doesn't hurt if I indulge once in a while. Besides, most of these are for you anyway." He folded the box shut and slid it across the counter. "There you go, dear."

Korra caught the box, the heat pleasant against her palms. "You're already ruining me for normal ship food."

"That's the idea." His eyes twinkled. "You saved hours of my prep work from becoming deck decoration last week. Least I can do is make sure you don't starve on the journey."

Korra grinned, feeling a familiar spark of pride. Her waterbending reflexes had saved a massive pot of soup from a rogue wave on their second day out, and she’d been Kaz’s "culinary consultant" ever since.

Everything about this trip felt so different from the last one when she left Republic city. Back then, she’d been a ghost, hiding all day, terrified of being recognized, her spirit as broken as her bending. But here, on a ship bound for the Earth Kingdom, she could be just another traveler. And most importantly, she could finally breathe again, because against all odds, her waterbending was back! Things were finally starting to turn right.

Really, things now couldn't be more different from back then. 

Except for maybe one thing. Ever since she boarded the ship, Korra hadn't seen her traveling companion, her former nemesis, even once.

On embarkation day, she’d considered asking him to meet for a meal here and there, but the words had died in her throat. There was no open hostility anymore, but there was still too much awkwardness. 

Turning her attention back to the cook, she asked, "So, are you busy tonight?" Usually, Kaz invited her to stay; he loved sharing stories of his travels through the four nations.

"Private dinner commission," he said, gesturing apologetically at the high-end ingredients laid out on his prep table. "Rich passenger in the upper cabins wants something 'extraordinary.'"

"Then I'll leave you to it." Korra tucked the box under her arm. "Same time tomorrow?"

"I'd be disappointed if you don't come!"

She flashed him one last smile before slipping out.

Now she just needed somewhere nice to enjoy this. The evening air bit less sharply here than in northern waters. Korra breathed in the crisp salt air, then spotted a ladder leading to what looked like an observation platform near the ship's highest point.

Why not?

Climbing with the box tucked under one arm was clumsy, but she made it. At the top, she had to push the box ahead of her before scrambling up after it. As she straightened, still catching her breath, her eyes caught movement at the far end of the platform.

A shadow shifted against the moon lit sky, moving through a series of silent forms.

Korra recognized that lethal precision, the way the figure seemed to glide rather than step, even before she even saw the face.

Noatak.

He was stripped to the waist, the dim moonlight catching the sheen of sweat on his shoulders and the way his short dark hair clumped into dark spikes against his forehead. He didn’t break his rhythm, though surely he heard her come up, but chose to finish the sequence.

Korra’s face heated. She knew she should probably turn around, but curiosity, or maybe just the shock of seeing him like this, held her in place. She dropped into a seat against the railing, pulling her knees up to her chest, the box resting beside her, forgotten.

The movements were hypnotic. He flowed from a low sweep into a spinning dodge, fingers striking at phantom pressure points she knew would disable an opponent in a split second. Chi-blocking integrated seamlessly with martial arts, some techniques she recognized, others completely foreign. His footwork was silent, balanced, and when he dropped into a roll and came up striking, there was no wasted motion.

Korra watched, struck by the transformation. Only a week ago, his injuries would've made this impossible. She’d caught him wincing at the simplest movements back in Kipnuk when he thought she wasn't watching. Clearly, those days were over.

Minutes passed until finally, he transitioned into a series of slow stretches.

"What are you doing here, Korra?"

Her name in his mouth still felt so strange. New. His mother would be proud.

"Same as you. Finding somewhere to exist." She kept her tone light, leaning her elbows on the railing. "Got a problem with that?"

"No." He bent forward, palms flat against the wooden deck.

When he finished, he straightened and approached her, gesturing to the empty space at the railing. "May I?"

"Sure. Just keep your distance, I actually showered earlier." She wrinkled her nose theatrically, trying for a joke. She immediately regretted it when he took the invitation literally, sitting down an arm’s length away.

Great, Korra. Make it weirder. She risked a glance over and caught the faint quirk of his mouth as he wiped his face with the back of his hand. Not offended, then.

She opened the box and nudged it into the gap between them. "Here."

"Thanks."

He half-turned to take one, and Korra found herself studying the change in his frame. Six days shouldn't make this much difference, but apparently the Spirit Oasis healing water had finally allowed his body to start recovering what months of incapacitation and injury had stolen. And he'd clearly been pushing himself to rebuild what had been lost.

"That healing water worked miracles," she said, pulling her gaze back to the dark horizon. "At this rate, you'll be back to terrorizing us benders in no time."

His response was just as dry. "By then, you might have enough of your bending back to stop me."

"Pffft... you can definitely count on that."

They ate in comfortable silence, the kind that didn't demand filling. The ship creaked beneath them, sails snapping in wind that carried them steadily south and east.

"These are good," Noatak said, gesturing to the box. "Where’d you get them?".

"Befriended the first-class cook." Korra answered around another roll, her voice muffled.

He glanced at her. "Interesting. I didn't take you for the manipulative type."

Korra nearly choked on her food. "I'm not-" She swallowed hard. "I'm not manipulating anyone! He had a crisis with a soup pot, I stopped it from spilling with my bending, and we became friends. Actual friends. Why would you even think I'd exploit someone like that?"

"Fair enough." He took another bite, seemingly unfazed.

She watched him for another moment. Finally, she huffed and reached for another roll. "Walk me through the route to Omashu?"

"We dock at Full Moon Bay in two days." His tone shifted, becoming businesslike. "From there, we take a ferry across to Shangei. There, we’ll need to buy ostrich-horses; it’s faster than traveling on foot. The route runs southeast along the edge of the Si Wong Desert before cutting through the Kolau mountains. If the weather holds, it's two weeks to the caves near Omashu,"

"Which gives us enough time before the full moon," Korra finished.

"About a week, yes."

Korra chewed thoughtfully, imagining the journey. Back in the Northern capital, they'd debated alternatives: returning to Republic City by the next ship, then taking the train to Omashu should have been easier, also safer. But ship schedule didn't work in their favor, and they'd have to miss the full moon window. So they'd settled on this harder route, but one that ensured they get the cave in time for her earthbending restoration.

Part of her felt thrilled at the prospect. This was what Avatars did, wasn't it? Travel, see the world, understand different peoples and their needs. She'd been kept so isolated in that compound, then dived immediately into Republic City's political chaos. This felt like finally beginning the journey she was supposed to have started years ago.

Too bad she still couldn't introduce herself as the Avatar yet.

"I've been thinking about something..." She said slowly. "I wish I’d asked Aang when I had the chance, but... I didn't think of it then."

She turned to look at him, her expression earnest. "Do you... think you could restore other people's bending now? I mean, if you have the skill to fix mine... so surely you can fix it for others too, right?"

His head slowly turned to face her.

Every trace of warmth drained from his face, replaced by a cold gaze that bordered on scorn.

"Why does it matter? I don't intend to return anyone else's bending, in case you were assuming otherwise."

The sudden shift made Korra’s stomach tighten. "Why not? They didn't deserve it any more than I did. What’s the problem with fixing what you’ve done?"

"The problem," he said, voice dropping into something that carried more of Amon than it had in weeks, "is that many of them deserved exactly what they received. We’re talking about triad members. Criminals who abuse power against people who can’t fight back. Murderers. I won't undo justice."

"Don't pretend you only targeted criminals!" Korra burst out heatedly. "You took bending from pro-benders, police officers, White Lotus sentries – people whose only crime was standing in your way! How can you still not see how wrong that was?"

Her outburst didn't even make him blink. He remained ice-cold. "They perpetuate the division between benders and non-benders. I stand behind what I did."

What the fuck?

Korra stared at him, something cold spreading through her chest. Ever since they began travelling together, especially since Kipnuk, she’d seen a different side of him. Kind, protective, even sometimes easygoing. Between his help and the restoration of her bending, she’d convinced herself that Noatak had moved past the monster he used to be.

What a convenient illusion.

But now he was reminding her that not only had he been Amon all along – he hadn't changed his beliefs in the slightest.

"Then tell me one thing," she said, her voice trembling with suppressed rage. "Why am I so different? Why go to these lengths for me, but won't even consider helping the others? It wouldn't take half the effort."

He looked away. His jaw tightened, but he said nothing.

Korra felt a wave of nausea. She'd been so focused on whether he could restore her bending, she'd never stopped to consider what came after. How would she explain recovering her abilities while hundreds, maybe thousands, remained powerless? What would she tell the her allies whose bending he'd stripped away, when she stood before them whole again?

And Noatak. Amon. She'd never questioned his motives. Just accepted his help, grateful and desperate enough not to examine the foundation it rested on.

If he felt no remorse, had no guilt about what he'd done, then why help her at all? His former greatest enemy, the reason he lost everything?

Could she trust him if she didn't know his true motives?

That asshole.

Korra pushed to her feet and crossed to the ladder. She'd just reached it when his voice stopped her.

"Korra."

She turned, making sure he could see exactly how furious she was.

"I can't betray the people who followed me." His voice was slow, carefully measured, but no longer Amon’s. "If they learned I was alive and restoring bending, it would invalidate everything they sacrificed. I won't add that betrayal to what I've already done to them."

He met her gaze directly. "With you, it's different. You're the Avatar. It’s plausible you'd restore your own bending through spiritual means, without my involvement."

The logic made some sense, she supposed. But it didn't address the cost all those people still suffering because his pride or loyalty or whatever it was mattered more than their pain.

And he still hadn't answered her real question.

She stepped onto the ladder.

"That still doesn't explain why you'd want to help me."

Without waiting for a response, she climbed down.
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23. Campfire


    
    Noatak didn't spot Korra again until the ship pulled into Full Moon Bay. Throughout the ferry ride to Shangei, they'd kept a polite but strained distance, their recent conversation hanging heavy between them. Korra seemed willing to move past it, though, or at least to bury it under the practical reality that their journey required them to work together.

But it occupied his mind more than he cared to admit.

Korra seemed to believe he'd abandoned his ideology entirely. That restoring her bending meant he'd recanted everything he'd fought for, and his cooperation implied conversion.

She was wrong.

As the mainland's coastline drew closer, Noatak found himself turning over an uncomfortable truth he'd faced countless times these past months: yes, he'd questioned a lot of what he'd done as Amon. But questioning his methods didn't mean abandoning what he believed in. He still believed in equality for nonbenders. Still saw the corruption built into the system. Still maintained that stripping bending from those who perpetuated oppression wasn't inherently wrong.

So her question made sense, in its way: Why help the Avatar? The most powerful bender alive, the living embodiment of bending supremacy, the person whose very existence reinforced the hierarchy he'd fought to dismantle?

The truth was that a week ago, when he'd stood before her in the Spirit Oasis with his thumb pressed to her forehead, knowing the attempt would succeed – it had felt right.

But why?

He recognized it wasn't just about spiting his father. The act was fueled by something deeper than the bitter satisfaction of revenge.

You know the answer, said a small voice in his head. You know why you did this, why you're still doing it. You're just too afraid to admit it to yourself.

His jaw clenched involuntarily.

It was pointless to dwell on this. He forced the thought away before it could take root.

As for Korra's anger – he couldn't regret his honesty, even if it had hurt her. Her worldview remained frustratingly narrow, shaped by the privilege of being born with power she'd never had to earn. She sympathized with benders because she was one, and that very identity blinded her to systemic injustice.

Once, that blindness would have earned only his contempt. He would have used it as evidence of everything wrong with the Avatar, further proof of her unsuitability for a role assigned to her at birth.

But Noatak didn't see her that way anymore.

Part of him hoped the journey would teach her what these roads had taught him years ago. The world was crueler than her sheltered compound had prepared her for. He'd seen her capacity for real compassion, witnessed how her empathy ran deep when directed at people rather than principles. What she lacked was exposure. If she witnessed firsthand how those with power treated those without it, her perspective might shift.

It would be a valuable lesson. One she desperately needed.

 

 

The market district of Shangei sprawled along the seafront in a chaos of vendors shouting and the sharp smell of fish drying in the sun.

"Two ostrich-horses," Noatak told the stable master.

She looked them over with the assessment of someone used to sizing up customers. "That'll be seven hundred yuans."

He sensed Korra tense beside him. After counting their remaining funds upon leaving the ship, they had roughly eight hundred yuans total. He could negotiate, but that would still leave them without enough for other necessities.

"One ostrich-horse," he amended. "Your healthiest."

The transaction was quick. They left the stable with a rust-colored bird that seemed reasonably well-tempered, and spent the next hour gathering supplies: two tents, sleeping bags, cooking equipment and provisions, a backpack for Korra to replace the one lost in the Spirit Oasis.

At the trading post, they exchanged their thick parkas with a merchant who looked skeptical he'd ever resell them. In return, they bought breathable tunics and loose pants that better suited to the Earth Kingdom's heat, at least during the first part of the journey.

Before setting out, they allowed themselves one last proper meal of fresh seafood from the bay.

"This is going to haunt me," Korra muttered, pressing a hand to her side.

"The ostrich horse is doing the work, not you."

"Sure, but all I want to do now is pass out." Her face brightened with some distant memory. "Didn't sleep at all last night, actually. Got roped into arm-wrestling on the ship. Beat every single-"

"Save it." Noatak dropped coins on the table and stood. "Time to go."

She grumbled but pushed herself up.

Outside, their ostrich horse stood tethered to a post. Noatak reached for the saddle when Korra suddenly stepped in front of him.

"I'm riding up front."

He stopped.

"You're way too tall," she said, already climbing up. "I won't see anything."

It was sound logic, if unusual. He watched her settle behind the animal's head, gripping the reins with easy confidence, then swung up behind her. The saddle forced them close, closer than he'd anticipated. Her shoulder nearly brushed his chest.

Within an hour, the road deteriorated to little more than a dirt track. Dense forest covered rolling hills on either side, and the trail followed the Shanzhi River as it carved its path through the landscape.

According to their plan, the next five days would follow this river route. It provided endless water and scattered villages for resupplying. After that, things would get more difficult.

"You ever been out this way before?" Korra asked.

"Once. Years ago."

"During your... wandering phase?"

"Yes." He kept his eyes on the road.

"Huh." She was quiet for a moment. "Must be weird, coming back."

"It's different when you're not alone."

They rode in silence for a bit. The ostrich-horse's steady gait rocked them gently. Forest pressed close on either side, dappled sunlight filtering through the canopy. Birds called from the branches. 

"It's pretty out here," Korra said eventually, tilting her head back slightly to look at the canopy above. "Peaceful. I could get used to this."

"Wait until we reach the desert."

There was a pause. "What's the desert like? You've been through it right?"

"Beautiful. Unforgiving. You'll hate it."

"What, you don't think I can handle a little heat?"

"I think you've never experienced that kind of heat."

"I'm tougher than I look." She sounded smug.

"I'm aware."

Silence settled between them, comfortable enough. Then Korra's head began to tilt forward.

"Korra."

She jerked upright. "Sorry, I'm just reaaally–" A yawn interrupted her. "–tired."

"Do you want me to take over?"

"No, no, I'm fine. Really. Won't happen again."

Ten minutes later, it happened again. This time she actually started to fall, and Noatak had to grab her waist to keep her from plummeting face-first off the animal.

"That's enough." He grabbed the fallen reins and pulled the ostrich horse to a stop, then dismounted. "Move back."

"I'm fine–"

"You're about to break your neck. Move."

She complied with an audible sigh that suggested she wanted to argue but couldn't muster the energy. Noatak swung up into the seat in front of her.

"At least this way," he said, nudging the animal forward, "you'll hit me instead of the ground."

"Mmm," was her only response.

Minutes passed in silence. Gradually, he felt her weight settle against his back. First her forehead between his shoulder blades. Then her cheek. Then more, until her full weight pressed against him as sleep pulled her under.

He should wake her. This was... inappropriate, somehow. Too close.

But she was clearly exhausted, and he wasn't heartless enough to rob her of sleep over his own discomfort.

What he hadn't expected was the heat creeping up his neck. Why was this affecting him? It was practical, even necessary. Simply one person sleeping while traveling, using another as support.

Except it didn't feel practical. It felt–

He yanked the reins. The ostrich horse lurched to a stop. The pressure against his back disappeared.

"Noatak?" Her voice was thick with sleep. "Why'd we stop?"

A shiver went down his spine. He clearly hadn’t gotten used to the Avatar using his real name.

"The animal startled at something." The lie came reflexively, and he resented himself for it. "Everything's fine now."

"Mmkay..."

The solution was short-lived because before long, the pressure returned.
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By nightfall, they'd made decent progress. They set up camp near the river, neither particularly hungry after their lunch and trail snacks. Sleep came quickly.

Over the next few days, Noatak got up before dawn to train, working to build back his strength with whatever the environment offered. He'd run through forms and drills until his muscles ached, testing what his recovered body could handle, and was satisfied to find he could push harder every day. Afterward, he'd use the river to bathe, and by the time he got back to camp, Korra would be waking up. They'd share a quick breakfast before getting back on the road. Every couple days they'd stop at a village for supplies. At night, they'd cook a proper meal and talk until the fire burned low.

They discussed the Water Tribes, comparing their shared heritage, the cultural elements Korra had lost and he'd deliberately abandoned. Sometimes Korra would push into more personal spaces and tested boundaries like she was trying to find out how far she could go. One night they swapped lighter stories from their time in Republic City. Noatak found himself amazed by the scale of the chaos she'd caused on her first day in the city. He'd heard rumors at the time, had connected them to the new Avatar's arrival, but hearing the details firsthand made it even amusing.

On their fourth night, after they'd roasted duck and shared rice porridge by the fire, Korra broke the comfortable silence with a question that took him off guard.

"How were you planning to take everyone's bending?"

He turned to look at her. Firelight played across her features, and he saw genuine curiosity there, not accusation.

They'd carefully avoided this subject since the argument on the ship. Her bringing it up now was unexpected, and he couldn't read her intention.

"I wasn't," he said finally.

Her brows drew together. "What do you mean? Then what was the whole thing for?"

He considered deflecting. Considered whether a truthful answer would reignite their conflict. But Korra’d asked, and she deserved his honesty.

"Equalizing every bender wasn't achievable when I was the only one who could do it. If I'd found a way to teach it to others, then yes, this would have been the goal." He kept his voice level, factual. "But given the limitation, the goal was discouragement by removing it from criminals and key figures, you being the most important one, combined with legal restrictions on bending's use."

She flinched.

"Must've been convenient," she muttered, "being the only one who could do it. You sure milked that with the whole 'touched by the spirits' thing."

Noatak looked at her, surprised. The Avatar was a natural at diving into uncomfortable territory. "The narrative was needed to build support, not because I enjoyed the deception. It was necessity, not preference."

She made a skeptical sound, then fell silent, staring into the fire. Her food sat forgotten beside her.

"What was it like?" she asked after a while. "Being Amon?"

The question startled him enough that he paused mid-bite, then swallowed. "In what sense?"

"I don't know. Whatever you want to say."

Noatak set his bowl down, leaning back on his hands.

"Being Amon meant living with purpose - real purpose, working daily to fix something fundamentally broken in society. Standing on a stage, hearing the roars of hundreds, sometimes thousands of people who believed in what you were fighting for... there's no describing that intensity."

He saw her mouth open, saw the objection forming, and continued before she could voice it.

"But being Amon was also delusion. The crowd's worship was intoxicating, corrupting. Near the end, when momentum was carrying us forward, there was no time to examine the full consequences of our actions. With that much support, why would there be?

"And maintaining that persona..." He exhaled slowly. "No battle could be lost. Every strategy had to succeed. The pressure to be perfect while being humanly flawed became toxic, especially toward the end.

"I'd convinced myself of my own lies, because the truth was too dark. So when the illusion shattered, when Tarrlok and you exposed everything, the confusion and despair drove me to acts I regret. Every single day."

Korra was staring at him, lips parted, eyes wide in the firelight.

"What do you regret?" Her voice came out barely above a whisper.

Noatak pulled his knees to his chest, suddenly cold despite the fire.

"The airbending children." The words felt like ash in his mouth. "Bloodbending you and your friend. And my lieutenant." His voice turned bitter. "Especially him."

The admission hung between them, and Noatak understood something in that moment. He realized why he'd never sought revenge against her for his downfall. Because if she hadn't stopped him, what other atrocities might he have committed trying to protect the lie?

He feared nothing more than losing control of his bloodbending. And that day, he had.

He glanced at Korra. She looked stricken, struggling with some internal question she couldn't quite voice.

"I didn't kill him," Noatak said hollowly. "But I don't know if he survived. I never found out."

The weight of that uncertainty pressed down on him. He'd shared too much, reminded her too much of the worst of him after they'd only just started getting along. It wasn't in his intention to alienate her again.

He stood abruptly. "I'm going to sleep. Leave the dishes – I'll take care of them in the morning."

He didn't look at her before retreating to his tent.

Inside, he stripped to his underlayers and covered with his sleeping bag. His running thoughts didn’t allow him to fall asleep easily, but eventually, he did.

 

After what felt like only a few minutes, Noatak woke with a start.

It was the middle of the night. Everything looked still, but something felt wrong. Years of combat had taught him to trust that feeling.

He dressed quickly and slipped out of the tent. Korra hadn't made it to her own tent, instead was curled by the nearly dead flames, hugging her bedroll.

He extended his awareness outward, reaching for the pull of blood in nearby bodies, trying to identify what had woken him.

There – people. Multiple groups. Moving closer through the trees.

This was no coincidence, not in a remote area where few traveled even during daylight.

"Korra." He knelt beside her, shaking her shoulder gently. "Wake up."

"Mmph...?"

For once, she didn't fight it. Her eyes snapped open and she sat up immediately.

"There are people approaching," he said quietly. “I don't know if they're hostile, but we need to be ready."

She nodded and pushed herself to her feet, scanning the trees. "Where?" Her voice was still rough from sleep.

The forest blocked most of their view.

"Two groups. Four in each. Coming from opposite sides along the river." The coordination made it obvious. "This isn't random. We either fight or we retreat."

Crossing the river would let them avoid the fight, but they'd have to abandon most of their equipment behind.

For Korra, however, that wasn't an option. "We're not running." She stepped forward and raised her hands, pulling a massive surge of water from the river and splitting it into two streams that hovered in the air between them. "Here, take this!"

Noatak shook his head. "I'm not using waterbending."

If this turned into a fight, he wanted to use what he was actually good at – what he'd spent years perfecting. He wanted to test himself.

"What? Why not??"

"Not now,” he said sharply. "They're almost here."

She let out an irritated breath. "Fine. I'll handle them myself."

"No airbending," he reminded her.

"I know."

They moved back-to-back, falling into stance, waiting for whoever was out there to show themselves.
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24. Solace
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    This was the first time Korra and Noatak fought a common enemy side by side in the physical world. It was also Noatak's first real combat since that fateful confrontation with her.

How things had changed.

The attackers were drawing close now, making no attempt at stealth, their movement easily heard rustling through the undergrowth. They likely thought their targets were asleep and defenseless.

Noatak decided that the cover of the forest could work better for him. He touched Korra's shoulder and gestured toward the trees. “I’m going in.” She nodded. 

He slipped into the deeper shadows of the wood, his footsteps silent until he pressed against a thick trunk. Through the darkness he could sense them – four distinct heartbeats advancing in a loose line, separated by three or four meters each. Perfect spacing for an ambush.

The first man passed within arm's reach. Noatak let him go. The second, third… he waited for the fourth, a stocky figure barely visible in the darkness.

When the man passed by his position, Noatak moved. One step brought him behind the man. His fingers found the nerve cluster between neck and shoulder. The man crumpled without a sound.

One down. Clean.

He pursued the second target, silently closing ground on a woman ahead. She seemed unaware of the danger at first, but in split second she whirled to face him, her hand already moving. Three darts cut through the air toward him.

He twisted hard left. One dart grazed past his ear.

Before she could fully reload, he surged forward in four rapid strides, staying low. Her arm rose again, but he was already inside her guard. His strike landed precisely, and her eyes widened as her arm fell by her side, limp. The next blow he aimed to her shoulder, and she went down.

I'm still much slower than I used to be, he acknowledged as he stood over her unconscious form.

The sounds of combat erupted from the clearing ahead. Korra had engaged.

He broke into a run toward the treeline.

The scene revealed itself: Korra standing with her back to the river, water already bent into defensive whips around her arms. One earthbender was already encased in ice against a tree, three more were converging on her position. Two others, the remainder from the group Noatak targeted, were moving to flank.

One of them glanced back, looking for backup that wasn't coming. He spotted Noatak advancing towards him instead.

The earthbender's hands dropped to the ground. The earth beneath Noatak's feet lurched, but he side-flipped a split second before the ground where he'd been standing collapsed into a pit. He came up running, angling toward his opponents, closing distance because range favored them and proximity favored him.

A boulder ripped from the earth and flew at his chest.

Noatak ducked under it without breaking stride. The second earthbender was also bending, hands moving in circular motion, and a disk of stone shot toward his legs, meant to sweep them out. Noatak hurdled it, landed, and kept moving.

In his peripheral vision, Korra's water whip snatched around an earthbender, slamming him to the ground hard enough that the man did not move. Noatak briefly thought that if he weren't occupied with his own battle, watching and assessing the Avatar's capabilities in her native element would be interesting.

He almost had one opponent within striking distance when a wide earth wall erupted between them, created by the other earthbender. Noatak vaulted over it, but the delay cost him. The second earthbender was already coming at him from the side. Now they had him flanked, forcing him to pivot constantly, never able to focus on one without exposing his back to the other.

His breathing grew rugged. Sweat stung his eyes.

The earthbender on his left was gathering stone, hands pulling fragments from the ground and compressing them into a dense mass. The one on his right dropped into a low stance, fingers splayed against the earth.

Left will throw. Right will trap. They want me to dodge into the trap.

They attacked.

Noatak feinted right, then exploded left – charging directly at the earthbender launching the assault. The man's eyes widened as Noatak closed the distance in seconds. His fingers struck rapidly, and the earthbender's bending cut off as the chi-blocking took hold.

As the man collapsed. Noatak spun to face the last opponent.

Too slow.

A boulder hit Noatak in the ribs with the force of a sledgehammer. He went down hard, vision sparking white.

The ground rumbled beneath him.

He forced himself to roll as earth surged up where he'd been – jagged stone teeth that would've impaled him if he’d been a second late. He pushed himself upright, gasping. The earthbender stood fifteen meters away, already in stance. The man's technique was clean. Not some random bandit – this was someone with training.

And Noatak was tiring.

You need to end this now.

Pride must be set aside. He’d have to use waterbending for a long-range fight.

He reached for the river, felt water respond to his will-

The last earthbender was already attacking. Rocks, one after another, coming too fast. Noatak dodged the first, barely. The second forced him to duck. The third-

It caught his left shin. Pain exploded up his leg, something giving way beneath the impact.

His leg buckled. He went down on one knee, waterbending hold broke.

Get up. Move. He's not done.

Noatak looked up in time to see the massive boulder already in motion. He surged up on his injured leg and twisted sideways. Not enough. The edge caught him across the chest and shoulder, lifting him off his feet and hurling him backward.

He felt the impact as his back hit a tree trunk. His head snapped back against the bark.

Then he felt nothing at all.
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Noatak was out.

He lay unconscious against a tree, and Korra couldn't get to him. She had her own two attackers pressing her hard, and now the earthbender who'd taken him down was crossing the clearing toward her.

She sent a barrage of icy spears at him. He raised an earth wall without breaking stride, then shattered it forward into a spray of debris that forced her to shield herself.

Three on one again, but this new opponent was more skilled than those she'd faced until now, and her reserves were running dangerously low compared to the battle's beginning.

Korra drove them back with a sweeping arc of water, then froze the legs of one attacker to the ground. The new earthbender shattered the ice with a single stomp and hurled a boulder at her. She twisted aside at the last second, feeling the rush of air as the rock tore past - but she never saw the earth disc coming from the other side. It slammed into her legs, wrenching a yell of pain from her as she crashed to her hands and knees. Before she could move, stone pillars erupted around both her hands, yanking her upright and locking them at awkward angles.

Korra was panting, helplessly trying to move while locked in a half-kneeling, half-standing position. Then she saw the new earthbender approaching.

He was broad shouldered and balding, dark hair falling to his shoulders. A thick beard obscured most of his face, but his green eyes glinted with malice.

"Well, well. Not bad, girl. Not bad at all." His rough voice carried dark amusement. "You made my boys work for it. Foreigners who can fight like that usually have coin worth protecting. So I really hope, for your sake, that wasn't all for nothing. I'd hate to feel cheated after a show like that."

True to herself, Korra couldn't stop the sneer from spreading across her face even in the face of danger. "Hate to break it to you, but we're traveling on foot with one ostrich-horse. If you were expecting riches, you really should've picked better targets."

Something annoyed flickered in his eyes. "Big mouth." He crouched down to her eye level. "But you're gonna want to watch that tone, girl. Because right now, whether this goes easy or hard is up to you."

He leaned in close enough that she could feel his breath. Korra opened her mouth with another retort ready, but her attention snapped across the clearing.

To where Noatak lay, still motionless.

He might need immediate help, but she couldn't go check on him.

She couldn't stall.

Every instinct screamed against it, but she had to accept reality. They'd lost. These bastards would take what they wanted.

Korra exhaled slowly. "As I said we have only one ostrich-horse and maybe a few hundred yuans in our packs. That's everything. Sorry to disappoint." She tried not to think about what losing their transportation and supplies would mean for the rest of their journey.

The man looked over his shoulder, his mouth twisting. "About that ostrich-horse..."

Korra followed his gaze, and her stomach dropped. Where she had tied it for the night, the animal lay in a crumpled heap, its body half-buried beneath rubble from the fight. Dead.

"So we're down to whatever money you're carrying." He straightened up and gestured to two of his men. "Check their things. All of it.”

Two of his men began rifling through Noatak's pack first, throwing aside pieces of clothing and equipment.

The minutes dragged. Korra kept glancing toward Noatak, willing him to wake up, but he didn't move.

This was her fault, she thought bitterly. She'd insisted on standing and fighting when Noatak had suggested an alternative. But anger flared alongside the guilt. Why did he have to be so stubborn too?? If he'd just used his waterbending from the start, if he hadn't been so damn difficult about it, maybe they wouldn't be in this mess.

A loud bark of laughter startled her. The balding earthbender was returning with a stack of yuans in hand.

"A few hundred? A few hundred?" He threw the money at her face. The bills scattered around her like leaves. "Try eighty-six! You're telling me all this was for eighty-six fucking yuans?"

Korra glared at him. She'd completely forgotten how much the ostrich-horse had cost them, and Noatak usually handled their finances anyway.

A sudden light flared behind the earthbender, casting orange across the nearby trees. Korra's eyes widened in fury and disbelief as she realized they'd set all their belongings ablaze.

"That?" He followed her gaze. "I warned you it better be for something. You should've listened, girl."

"You bastard!" Korra snarled, thrashing against the stone. "That's everything we have!"

"Yeah?" The earthbender stepped closer, his shadow falling over her. "Well now you've got nothing." He crouched down in front of her, close enough that she could smell the stale sweat on him. Korra tried to lean back, away from him, but the earth binding her hands kept her locked in place. "See, my boys worked hard tonight. We weren't expecting a waterbender and a chi-blocker. They're tired. They're pissed. And now they've got nothing to show for it."

***

"So I'm thinking," he continued, his tone almost casual now, "maybe you've got something hidden. In your clothes, maybe. Or..." His eyes traveled down, then back up to her face. "Somewhere else."

Korra's blood went cold.

"You understand what I'm saying?" His hand moved to grip her chin, forcing her to meet his eyes. "Because I'm trying to be reasonable here. But if you don't cooperate, I'm gonna have to search you myself. And I'm not gentle."

"There's nothing," Korra said, keeping her voice steady despite the fear crawling up her spine. "You found everything. Just take it and leave."

His hand slid from her face down to her shoulder, fingers lingering there with deliberate pressure. Korra jerked back instinctively, as much as her bindings would allow.

"Easy," he said, mockingly gentle. "I'm just trying to be thorough." His hand dropped to his side, but he didn't step back. He glanced over his shoulder at his men. "What do you boys think? Sound like she's telling the truth?"

One of them laughed, an ugly sound. "Hard to say, boss. Might need a closer look."

The bearded man turned back to Korra, and his smile widened. "See? They agree. So here's what's going to happen - either you tell me where you've really hidden the money, or we're gonna strip you down and find out for ourselves. Your choice."

***

Korra breathed hard. Despite being bound and outnumbered, despite the very real danger, she threw all caution away.

She met his eyes and spat directly in his face.

For a second, no one moved.

Then the earthbender straightened slowly, wiping his face with the back of his hand. "Stupid bitch."

His fist drew back.

Korra squeezed her eyes shut and recoiled, bracing herself for impact-

But it never came.

Instead, a howling scream filled the air.

Her eyes flew open. The earthbender writhed on the ground, hands clutching his skull, shrieking like something was tearing him apart from the inside.

His men rushed forward, trying to help, trying to understand, but there was nothing that could explain why their leader was writhing on the ground, screaming and screaming.

Korra stared in shock at the scene. Then her eyes traveled to the far end of the clearing.

Noatak was still slumped against the tree trunk, but he was conscious now. Even from this distance, she could see his eyes. They locked in their direction with burning intensity.

Is he doing this...?

"What the fuck did you do?!" One of the thugs rounded on Korra, voice shrill with panic. "Make it stop!"

Korra forced herself to look calm, despite her racing heart. "He got exactly what he deserved."

The screaming cut off abruptly. The earthbender collapsed into broken, hiccuping sobs, curled in on himself like a baby. His whole body trembled.

"Leave now if you don't want the same," Korra said with as much authority as she could summon.

They didn't need to be told twice. One hoisted their sobbing leader over his shoulder while the others helped their semi-conscious companions to their feet.

A minute later, they were all gone.

The fire began spreading to nearby trees, illuminating the entire clearing. Korra saw Noatak rise to his feet, using the tree for support. He was limping badly but seemed other than that functional.

He moved slowly toward her but stopped before the fire. His tall silhouette stood dark against the glowing backdrop, flames casting dramatic shadows behind him.

Water rose from the river in a massive column, bending to his will with raw power. Moments later, only smoke remained, plunging them back into darkness.

When he finally reached her, water responded to his command again, applying pressure to her earth restraints until they shattered. Then he collapsed beside her.

"Are you... all right?" he asked quietly, watching as she rotated her wrists to restore circulation.

"I'm fine," she tried to sound unaffected, but her voice trembled. "That was bloodbending, right?” She wasn't looking at him.

"I had no other option. It was my only way to intervene effectively." He sounded apologetic, as if expecting her anger about resorting to that particular skill. But at this moment, she couldn't care less.

All she could think about was how disgusted she was with herself.

She was always hard on herself when defeated, the result of being sheltered from the world for years, sheltered from failure. But this... there was much more to it. The helplessness... and humiliation.

She was the Avatar, for Spirit's sake.

A sorry, pathetic excuse for one.

All the insecurity she'd thought belonged to the past had risen to the surface. Tears started welling in her eyes, and she furiously tried to blink them away.

Not now... not in front of him.

But a sob broke through anyway, wrenching itself free from her chest. Then another.

And suddenly she couldn't stop. Couldn't hold it back. Her shoulders shook with the force of it, all the fear and shame and self-loathing pouring out in ugly, gasping sobs.

"Korra...?"

His voice was tentative, almost uncertain. Nothing like the cold, commanding tone from her nightmares.

Through the haze of her misery, she felt warmth on her shoulder. It was a careful, hesitant touch, as if he expected her to pull away.

She didn’t.

She found herself leaning into the touch, and the touch steadied, his hand settling more firmly between her shoulder blades. After a moment's hesitation, his arm wrapped around her shoulders.

He drew her in, supporting her weight against him. She didn't resist, couldn't resist. She clung to him, tears soaking his shirt, all pretense gone.

Noatak ran his hand soothingly along the length of her arm. The heat radiating from his body was enveloping and comforting, such a stark contrast to the dark night surrounding them.

Eventually the sobs faded to hiccups. Her breathing steadied. Silence settled over them.

He didn't let go.

Being this close to him, with her ear pressed against his chest, she could hear with perfect clarity the thudding of his heart. It was racing, unwillingly revealing to her that beneath his calm exterior, he might have been nervous too.

Korra sniffed and leaned back slightly to look up at him with glossy, bloodshot eyes. She noticed for the first time the dried blood streaking half his face. His pale blue eyes met hers, concern written clearly in his expression.

"We are the Avatar and Amon," she croaked miserably. "How did we go down so easily?"

Noatak frowned, seeming to delve deep in thought as he contemplated her words.

"No," he said finally. "We're Noatak and Korra. We're only human, and we can't always be the strongest." His voice rumbled through his chest into her.

Her breath caught in her throat.

He's right.

Over the past months, she'd come to realize how much of her self-worth was defined by the power she possessed. To the point that she couldn't cope with losing it. Thinking more than once of ending her life.

Without her bending, she felt like nothing. Less than nothing. Weak. Broken. Not herself.

And now that she'd come to know him, she suspected this was something they shared.

They were both defined too much by their abilities... and both had lost so much of them. Because of each other.

Right now, they were shadows of their former selves. Tonight's fight had proven that beyond any doubt.

And it's okay.

Because they were also starting to recover. Only this time, against all odds, with each other's help.

She stared up at him with this realization in mind, until Noatak's arm, still wrapped around her, guided her back against his chest. As she let herself sink into the warmth, listening to his heartbeat gradually slow, a hopeful thought emerged.

Things will be okay.
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25. Warmth and Ice


    
    They remained pressed together, and as Korra gathered her composure, she found herself struggling to make sense of the situation.

She tilted her head back to look at him, as if needing to confirm the reality of the person holding her.

This is Amon. Hugging me. Comforting me.

A dizzying flutter stirred through her chest, and warmth crept into her cheeks.

But then Noatak's expression darkened as his gaze swept across the charred remains of their camp, the destroyed equipment and the dead ostrich-horse.

"We won't be able to replace everything we lost," he said quietly. "And without the ostrich-horse, we're going to be significantly delayed."

His words hit her like a wave of icy water. She didn't have the strength to deal with that yet, but the harsh reality check reminded her of something that she needed to call him out on.

"By the way," she said, straightening up and turning to face him properly. His arm fell away, taking its warmth with it. "Next time you decide to fight like a nonbender, at least up your game first, buddy, or we're never going to make it to Omashu alive."

It wasn't exactly fair. He'd taken down three opponents single handedly, and what she'd glimpsed of his battle was impressive, considering how recently he'd begun recovering his skills. But this time, it wasn't enough.

She didn't know how he would take it, worrying for a moment that the fragile ease between them would snap back into cold tension again.

But as unpredictable as he was at times, it was the exact opposite.

His features softened again, and a smile tugged at his lips. "You're right. I'm working on that."

Dazed momentarily by the expression, her thoughts derailed completely.

He's actually... nice to look at when he's not scowling.

She pushed it aside and decided to press her advantage while his mood was still good. "You know what? Screw chi-blocking. Next time you're waterbending. With me. You owe me that much."

That smile lingered. "Maybe."

It felt surreal, sharing this small, almost playful moment amid the chaos surrounding them. Soon enough they'd have to face the full consequences of their defeat. But not yet. Korra wanted to hold onto this moment just a little longer before Noatak dragged them back to practicalities. She searched for something else to focus on.

"Your leg," she said, her gaze dropping to his outstretched leg as she remembered his limping. "I need to heal it."

He hesitated. "Maybe you should rest first-"

Korra snorted. "What do you take me for? Let me see it."

Noatak didn't argue. He removed his boot and rolled up his left pant leg, revealing his shin. Swelling had already begun, with dark bruises blooming where the rock had connected. He was quiet as she carefully probed the area. The bone was definitely cracked, could be just a hairline fracture, could be worse, but her healing would handle it either way.

She stood and summoned water from the river, dividing it into two spheres, then offered him one.

"For your face," Korra said, gesturing to his right side, which was covered in dried blood. "It's a mess."

He touched his cheek tentatively, then accepted the water.

She knelt beside him again and pressed the water against his shin. It glowed as it sank beneath his skin.

"It's not Spirit Oasis-level healing," she said, watching the light pulse in rhythm with her control. "But you'll be back on your feet soon enough."

Silence. She glanced up and found him watching her. The moment their eyes met, his gaze darted away, jaw tightening.

"Thank you." His voice came out rougher than usual.

"I think I'm the one who should be thanking you," she said softly. "Despite what I said."

His attention snapped back to her.

"For what?" He sounded genuinely puzzled.

The water continued its gentle work beneath her palms, filling the silence.

"For... stopping that man. And for being there for me," she said softly. "So thank you." She lifted her eyes to his, offering a shy smile.

Noatak went very still. His throat worked, but whatever he was trying to say wouldn't come. After a moment, he gave a short nod.

 

~*~*~

 

That small, tentative smile brought a wave of relief whose intensity he could never have anticipated.

It lingered in his mind as the healing light worked on his fractured bone - the corner of her mouth quirking upward, revealing a flash of white teeth. Life returning to eyes that were still slightly reddened and swollen, color warming her dark cheeks.

He was grateful for the smile. He also felt he had no right to it.

By the time she finished the healing, the eastern sky had shifted from deep indigo to softer shades, announcing the approaching dawn.

They salvaged what they could from the burned campsite – the scattered money, undamaged knives and cooking tools, a backpack thrown far enough to avoid the flames, and a few pieces of clothing. Then they retraced their steps toward a town they'd passed the previous day.

An hour after arriving, they'd acquired bare essentials: two sleeping bags, a map, another backpack, and another set of clothing each. It depleted their funds, so food would have to come mostly from hunting and foraging from now on.

At the edge of the town, Noatak spread the map across a boulder to plan their route.

"We might still reach the cave before the full moon, even on foot. We've covered this much already," he said, pointing to the town of Shangei and tracing their path to their current position. "Almost half the total distance in five days, thanks to the ostrich-horse. Originally, I'd planned a longer route avoiding this section of the Si Wong Desert." His finger traced a peripheral trail skirting a yellowish expanse. "It's longer, but ostrich-horses can't traverse the desert anyway. Now, however, we could take the shorter path straight through. It'll take a full day instead of three, and it could be challenging. But with winter approaching, the conditions shouldn't be too extreme. After that, we'll need about ten days through the Kolau Mountains before reaching Omashu and the cave system. If we push hard, we should arrive right on schedule."

Korra stared at him with glazed eyes. She was hearing him, but clearly not listening.

"Korra,” he said flatly. "Are you with me?"

She blinked several times. "We'll make it to Omashu in time. Got it."

Noatak exhaled quietly. She'd been unusually silent for hours now. Either last night's events still weighed on her, or exhaustion was taking its toll. Probably both. He'd hoped that knowing they hadn't necessarily been set back would lift her spirits.

"Do you want to stay in town and rest longer before we continue?" he asked.

"No, we can get going." Korra dismissed the idea immediately, sounding almost offended.

They set out on the trail, but after a few minutes, Noatak realized she was no longer beside him. He turned to find her stopped several paces back.

"Noatak," she said, her voice troubled. "Those people from yesterday... what do you think they're up to by now?"

So that was still weighing on her. He couldn't know for certain who they were, but he knew their type well enough.

"The same as any other pack of benders in a lawless unclaimed territory," he said, his tone flat. "Bullying villages for crops, extorting 'protection' money. We were likely just a crime of opportunity."

Korra's eyes widened with horror.

"Then I have to do something. I have to stop them," she said, guilt threading through her voice. "How can I call myself the Avatar if I just ignore that?"

While he appreciated her desire to act, the situation was hopeless. Still, he recognized a learning opportunity.

"What do you suggest?" Noatak asked.

"I don't know..." She bit her lower lip. "If only we'd defeated them when we had the chance!"

"And then?"

"We would've... turned them over to the police," she said uncertainly. 

Noatak shook his head. "Police? Out here? Even if we dragged eight unconscious benders to a jail cell, they’d be out before sunset. Justice requires authorities who aren't afraid of the criminals. You won't find that here. Or anywhere."

"What?" Her voice rang with disbelief. "In Republic City, the police-"

"-are just as afraid," he countered smoothly. "They don't touch the major triads because they know the cost of retaliation. They manage crime; they don't stop it."

She eyed him skeptically, clearly wanting to argue but lacking the evidence. She exhaled sharply, returning to the immediate problem. "Fine. Then what do you think we should do?"

He held her gaze steadily. "You know my solution. Regardless of how you feel about it, it is the only permanent one."

Korra scowled and crossed her arms. "You just love doing that, don't you?"

"What are you talking about?"

"Every time things start feeling okay between us, you have to bring that up!"

Noatak clearly remembered that their last discussion of this topic had been on the ship to the Earth Kingdom, and Korra had been the one to raise it.

"Would you prefer I lie?" he asked, his voice edged with ice. "Do you honestly think beating up some thugs will solve those systemic problems? It won't. The only way to stop people like that is to either match their level of violence or permanently remove their capacity to cause harm." Her naivety astounded him, especially after witnessing firsthand what those criminals were capable of.

"No! There has to be another way!" she snapped. "Your way is cruel and monstrous!"

"Is it?" He took a step closer. "Would you say being a nonbender is a cruel existence? That it's an inferior way of living?"

"Don't twist my words! It's the act itself that's cruel. You don't know- you don't have the slightest idea what it feels like to lose bending! I felt like… like I'd lost a limb! I wouldn't wish it on my worst enemy!"

"If it is such a cruel fate," Noatak said, his voice dropping to a dangerous calm, "then explain how your predecessor, the pacifist Avatar Aang, did it not once, but twice. Would you say Fire Lord Ozai and Yakone didn't deserve it? Would you have done anything differently?"

Her breathing quickened, fury blazing in her eyes. "How dare you compare yourself to Avatar Aang?” she hissed. “He didn't hurt innocent people the way you did."

Speaking of twisting words, Noatak thought. Weren't we discussing bending criminals?

"Harsh measures are often necessary to achieve greater goals," he replied, his tone flat.

The Avatar's eyes widened briefly before her expression hardened back into a glare.

"You - hurt - innocents!" she shouted, her face contorting with rage as she ground out each word. "What kind of 'greater goal' justifies that? What the hell is wrong with you, Noatak!? I thought you said you regretted those things!"

"What greater goal?" he repeated, disbelief coloring his voice as anger began to simmer beneath the surface. "Giving a voiceless, marginalized people a chance at a normal life. I may have gone too far at times, but I don't regret fighting for them."

He closed the distance between them until he loomed over her. "If that doesn't qualify as a noble goal in your eyes, then perhaps you aren't much use as the Avatar."

Korra held her ground, even rising onto her toes to meet him closer to eye level. "So according to you," she said, her voice shaking, "terrorizing and bombing the city was justified? If you'd won, what else would you have considered justified?"

They stood frozen, faces mere centimeters apart, glares locked. It was the biggest confrontation they'd had since their days of open hostility. Hard to believe that just hours earlier they'd shared such an unprecedented moment of intimacy.

After several long seconds, Korra's expression crumpled into anguish.

"I care about them! I want to make a difference! I just told you we should do something about those earthbenders. But there has to be another way!" Her voice took on an almost pleading quality. "And I know you're not heartless. Why can't you see it was wrong to hurt all those people? You won't even admit it, much less try to fix it. Except for what you're doing for me, which I still don't understand why you’re doing it."

Finally, Noatak looked away from that piercing blue gaze and took a step back.

"This argument is pointless," he said, his tone carefully neutral. "The fact is, there's nothing we can do right now to stop them. And we don't have time for reckless detours unless you want to risk missing the next full moon. We're already tight on schedule."

Korra's jaw tightened.

"Fine!" she said through gritted teeth. "But if we run into a situation like this again, we're not just walking away!"
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26. Embers


    
    The landscape withered as they walked. Green gave way to brown, and the tall, lush trees receded, replaced by dull, thorny bushes and dry earth.

Korra studied the man walking beside her through sidelong glances, her thoughts a tangled mess she couldn't quite unravel. She could no longer imagine feeling hostility towards him as before. The person she'd feared for so long had proven that he was capable of feeling, of caring. That beneath everything else, he carried his own fears and traumas, his own regrets etched deep. The ice in his voice had melted, and it revealed depths she'd never imagined existed beneath that mask.

He'd also gone to extraordinary lengths for her sake, shown her kindness and compassion she never – never – expected when this journey began. When he spoke to her now, there was respect in it, as though he saw her as his equal.

The man who'd sworn to destroy her... made her feel safe.

But only when they could put the past behind them. Only when they were simply Korra and Noatak.

Then there were the other moments when he proved himself every bit the radical ideologist he'd always been. And all of a sudden, the man she'd found solace in almost frightened her again.

As that part of him surfaced, she hated the comfort his presence still gave her.

Yet somehow, the tension never lasted long. They'd eventually fall back into civility, though at first more guarded than before. Hard not to, when you only had each other in this wild, unpredictable journey.

Their campsite for the night sat beside a well, as Noatak had planned this as their last water source before tomorrow's crossing into the Si Wong desert. By the time they reached there, Korra was exhausted. They'd walked for hours without the ostrich-horse, and her legs were surprisingly sore. She dropped her backpack with a groan of relief, then felt a sting of disappointment with herself. Just a few months ago, she was sure she wouldn’t have broken a sweat.

With their funds gone, buying food was no longer an option so they split their efforts after arriving: Korra set up their bedrolls and assembled a snare in a promising spot nearby, while Noatak searched the sparse vegetation for anything edible.

While working on the snare, Korra found herself musing on the absurdity of it all. Of all the problems she'd expected on this journey – and there were plenty to spare –  running out of money hadn't made the list.

When she shared the thought with Noatak as he returned with a handful of tough greens and a few small tubers, he pointed out that it wasn't really a problem. They could find temporary work in any village if their schedule allowed. He added, with unmistakable disdain, that it would be especially easy for them because they were benders. Unlike them, many people in these places were poor and lacked the physical capabilities or bending skills that might have saved them from deteriorating into hunger.

Overwhelmed by the weight he'd just dropped on what had been a light remark, Korra excused herself to check the snare, and was overjoyed to find a rabburu caught in it.

She handled the skinning and dressing while Noatak built the fire and began cooking. Most of the meat he skewered and set to roast, saved for tomorrow's long stretch. The rest, along with some bones, went into their pot with the greens and tubers for a simple stew.

When it was ready, Noatak handed her a bowl, and Korra eagerly spooned some into her mouth, then immediately winced.

"Not to your liking?"

She forced herself to swallow, hesitating. After what he'd just told her, she didn't want to sound ungrateful. "It's okay... just not the best I've had."

"Surely you've eaten game before."

"Yeah, sure, but..." She paused, searching for the right words. "I got spoiled recently, I guess. Your mom's water tribe cooking was incredible. Yours too actually. Then there was all that food on the ship, and even what we bought in the villages until now was pretty good, so this is..." She caught herself, wincing. "That sounds bratty, doesn't it? I just… I didn’t mean it’s your fault or anything! I don't think even your mom could've saved this rabburu."

The corner of Noatak’s mouth twitched.

"You're getting soft," he said, shaking his head slightly. "I would have thought the Avatar tougher than that."

She pointed her spoon at him, eyes narrowing playfully. "Watch it, pal. You're talking to the first person to ever tame a polar bear dog."

Now he sounded genuinely intrigued. "How did you do it?"

"Easily."

He gave her a flat look.

"Okay, fine." She couldn't help grinning. "I found her when she was just a pup, no bigger than a koala-sheep, and she'd just lost her mother in a blizzard, so if I'd left her there, she would've died. She was so wild at the beginning, took forever to earn her trust, but good thing I was stubborn even back then and didn't give up on her, no matter what anyone said. Since then she's been my best friend and the most adorable pet you could imagine."

He snorted, and she knew exactly what he was thinking.

"Yeah, except when someone threatens me. Then she's not so cute." Leaning forward with a proud smirk, she added mockingly, "I bet your Equalists whined to you about her all the time."

"Maybe," Noatak replied cryptically. After a pause, he asked, "So where is she now?"

The warmth drained from Korra's face. "Air Temple Island. I really hope she's okay without me. It's the first time we've been apart for so long since we were both so little."

The words stuck in her throat for a moment. "Although... to be honest, we've been apart even before I left. In those last few weeks before the journey... I kind of neglected her." Guilt twisted in her chest. She'd shut herself in her room, couldn't find the energy to seek out even her best friend's company. "I just hope she forgives me when I get back."

Korra didn't know what made her share all that. She didn't expect any sympathy from him on anything of that sort. Which made it all the more startling when he offered just that.

"Animal companions usually don't hold grudges unless someone does something truly terrible to them," he said, eyes on the fire. "I'm sure she'll be glad to have you back, regardless."

"Yeah. Maybe you're right." Her voice came out soft. "I really can't wait to see her again."

She sank into fond memories. That day they'd first met, both of them stuck in a blizzard inside the tiny igloo four-year-old Korra had built. How much freedom Naga had brought her within the compound's walls. Their escape together, stowing away on a ship, leaving the Southern Water Tribe for the first time. The chaos of their first days in the city. She even smiled remembering how Naga had made the wolf bats nearly piss themselves at Narook's.

"You never met her, right?" she asked suddenly.

Noatak shook his head.

"I wonder what she'd think of you." Korra mused aloud. "She's a good judge of character. I know I can trust someone if Naga approves of them."

"I doubt we'll ever find out."

Oh. Right.

They never spoke of it, but she knew he had no intention of returning to Republic City.

Which meant that when this mission ended, their time together would end too.

There was a real possibility she'd never see him again and Korra wasn't sure how that made her feel.

They both fell silent, lost in separate thoughts. Korra forced herself to finish eating. When she was done, she leaned back on her hands, thinking.

It was the second time in twenty-four hours he'd comforted her. And it didn’t feel fake or calculated. Just yesterday, he'd hugged her when she broke down. Amon had hugged her. She still hadn't fully processed that.

Her cheeks warmed at the memory. That feeling wasn't something she'd forget anytime soon. And the fact that it came from a former enemy made it more meaningful. Even... sweet.

But then came their fight, and they hadn't mentioned it since.

She glanced at him. He was still staring into the flames, firelight carving shadows across his sharp features. Lost in whatever thoughts occupied that complicated mind of his.

Part of her hoped he'd acknowledge what had happened between them. She didn't want it to drift away unspoken, a one-time occurrence that would never happen again.

Could it happen again? Or... maybe even something more?

She stopped that thought before it could finish forming.

Spirits, what a mess she was.

How could she be furious at the horrible things he said and still crave his company? How could she hold such contradictory feelings at the same time?

Maybe all these confusing emotions stemmed from the simple fact that she had no one else but him right now.

This overthinking was going to give her a headache. She rubbed at her temples, then let her hands drop. She needed a distraction. Her eyes drifted back to him.

Well. He was still the only option.

Korra remembered something she'd asked before their fight with the earthbenders and he didn’t answer. Maybe now was the time to try again.

"Noatak, why did you refuse to waterbend last night?"

He blinked several times, pulled from whatever thoughts had consumed him. Then he turned to her, brows slightly furrowed. "I thought we were past discussing this."

"I know, and believe it or not, I don't want to fight again," she said earnestly. "But you were waterbending all the time in the North Pole. What's different now?"

His logic escaped her sometimes, and now that they were more open with each other, she couldn't help asking.

"Bending turns me into something I despise,” he said simply. "I've watched it happen too many times. So unless there's absolutely no other option, I don't use it. It's safer that way."

The casual certainty in his voice, like he was discussing an immutable law of nature, made her skin crawl.

Once, Korra would have dismissed this. She'd have told him he was too brainwashed by his own propaganda to see clearly. That what he said might apply to bloodbending, but there was nothing inherently wrong with waterbending itself.

But that would undermine everything she'd learned about his history, his experience. Things she'd become intimately aware of.

"In fact," he continued, his pale gaze piercing and determined, "once this mission is over, I plan to remove my own bending permanently. That way, I'll experience what you and so many others did." He was referring to her earlier accusation that he'd never known what it meant to lose bending.

This came out of the blue. "Are you serious?"

"It's been my intention for some time now."

Silence fell as they both watched the flames.

Finally, Korra broke it.

"I don't think you should," she said quietly.

He glanced at her sideways.

"Why?"

She turned to face him fully. The thought had been brewing for a while, but she'd been hesitant to voice it.

"Remember when you told me how you healed Tarrlok after the explosion? Waterbenders usually can't do something like that without proper training. Master Katara could, and she became one of the best healers in the world. And what you did to restore my bending – that's healing too! Using bloodbending, yes, but think about the potential, think about what you could do to heal things like… internal injuries, things traditional healing can't reach. Don't you think there's enormous potential here that should be explored?"

She noticed his eyes widen slightly, but he remained silent for a long moment.

When he finally spoke, he wouldn't look at her.

"Would you trust me with such an ability, even knowing it might have good potential?"

The question sank deep.

Could Noatak slip back into what he was before? Could he abuse his bloodbending again?

She didn't want to believe the man sitting across from her could use it so cruelly again.

Although... he had used it recently. But he'd been forced to – to protect her. That was different, and she'd never hold it against him.

Yet he'd implied he was prone to using it again, even while opposing it. And Katara had warned her how bloodbending warped the practitioner's psyche. Besides, he still held the ideology that had justified his harmful actions in the past.

If he'd roam free after this was over, maybe the safest option would be removing the ability that had made him such a threat in the first place.

But then... did she believe the curse he'd inflicted on so many people was a fitting punishment for him too?

Wouldn't that make her a hypocrite after what she'd said in their recent argument?

"We should probably get some sleep," his distant voice startled her. He was already standing, brushing dirt from his pants. "We have a long day ahead. Best if we rest properly."

 

 

The next day started well enough.

It ended as a complete nightmare.

Korra vowed to herself that she'd never set foot in this cursed land again if she could help it. As someone native to the coldest place in the four nations, she was decidedly not built for this heat.

But somehow, they made it through.

And she had to admit that without Noatak by her side, her soul would likely already be on its way to some newborn in the Earth Kingdom.
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27. Tutoring


    
    Korra woke to near darkness, cocooned in her sleeping bag with only the faintest gray line appearing through the eastern sky. She rolled onto her side, desperately grasping for the remnants of sleep that was already slipping away.

After several minutes of restless shifting, she accepted defeat. With a quiet groan, she pushed herself upright and stretched until her shoulders popped. Any sane person would still call this the dead of night, but Korra wasn’t surprised to see Noatak’s sleeping bag already folded with military precision, something she had yet to master, despite many opportunities to learn.

Her stomach gave a low growl. The leftover freshwater crabs from last evening would hit the spot, if she could find where he'd packed them.

She steeled herself and abandoned the warmth with this singular goal driving her forward. The biting mountain wind hit immediately. She pulled Noatak's backpack closer and dug through it, pushing aside spare clothes and equipment that definitely weren't crabs.

Where had he hidden them?

Another gust made her shiver hard. She was already regretting leaving her sleeping bag, but she'd opened it so violently there was no crawling back in without completely remaking it.

Instead, she folded in on herself against the cold, tucking her hands deep into the sleeves of the olive shirt Noatak had lent her. The bandits had burned most of their belongings, and she was left with only two sleeveless tops, which were adequate for the lowland heat but worthless at this altitude. He had noticed her predicament when they first started climbing and handed her one of his long-sleeved shirts without making a big deal out of it. When she tried to refuse, he explained they had days before reaching another settlement where she could find something warmer.

His shirts helped, no doubt, but they were not particularly thick, and she still suffered.

At times like this, she felt like a lousy excuse for a Water Tribe member. As a kid, she'd constantly run outside to play in the snow without her parka, giving her parents endless anxiety. At the North Pole, she'd blamed her reduced cold tolerance on having lived in Republic City's climate for nearly a year. But that was probably wishful thinking.

The grimmer truth, and more likely one, was that until very recently, she'd been a prodigious firebender. The element had kept her warm from the inside without conscious thought, regulating her body heat with chi. Now she was just like everyone else – cold, miserable, but also very aware of what she'd lost.

She missed firebending, maybe even more than the other two elements she'd lost. But suffering through this cold, among other things, had taught her how many benefits she'd taken for granted. Things that had been so fundamental to her identity she'd never noticed them at all.

This wasn't helping.

Korra unfolded herself and briefly considered wrestling her sleeping bag back into submission, but another idea struck her. Movement, like hiking, always helped with the cold, so she pushed to her feet and walked between the scattered pines and low scrub that surrounded their camp.

Soon she picked up speed. Walking became jogging, then running, and she zigzagged through the trees with no destination in mind.

Warmth spread through her limbs and into her core. Her breath came faster, misting in the cold air.

She had avoided any sort of physical exercise ever since losing her bending. During the journey, there'd been no time. And before that... her depression had barely allowed her leave bed, let alone train.

She'd forgotten how much she loved this. Adrenaline flooded her system and her heart filled with something close to joy.

A thick stand of bushes appeared ahead. She cut left around an old oak-

"UHHHH!"

She collided with something solid and went flying, landing hard on the forest floor in a graceless heap.

"Spirits," she muttered as she slowly slumped back, ending up flat on her back, her heart still pounding in her ears.

"Since when are you awake this early?" asked an amused voice behind her.

Korra gasped and scrambled to sit up, propping herself on her hands.

Noatak was picking himself up from the ground a few meters away. He approached while brushing dirt from his pants and his bare chest. Apparently he was what she'd just run into.

"What were you doing on the ground?" she asked, bewildered.

He offered his hand. "Training."

Korra took it and he pulled her up. She stepped back, putting space between them. "But... didn't you sense me coming?"

"I did," he said simply. "But I couldn't predict you'd turn directly into my path."

"Right. Yeah."

An awkward silence stretched. 

Her gaze drifted before she caught herself, from his face downward. He'd been broken for months, struggling with even basic tasks. But damn, the guy had put the work in. His shoulders had broadened back out, there was actual muscle in his arms again... All of it spoke to something stubborn and relentless in him that she...

Respected. That's what this was. Professional appreciation.

She tore her gaze away, face warm, and it landed on the shirt she was wearing. His shirt. Dirt streaked the front, and probably the back too.

"Oh shit." She tried brushing at the dirt, succeeding only in grinding it deeper into the fabric. "Sorry, I-"

"It's fine," he said, unconcerned. "I'll give you another one later. Now, if you'll excuse me, I need to finish."

He turned away and walked several paces, dropped smoothly into a plank position, and began a set of push-ups with controlled, even movements.

Korra watched for a beat, unsure what to do with herself. Standing there felt awkward. Walking away felt worse.

Then the adrenaline kicked back in, that restless energy demanding an outlet. An impulse hit her. Before she could second-guess it, Korra grabbed the borrowed shirt and yanked it over her head, tossing it toward a low branch. Her undershirt left her arms bare against the cold, and a shiver ran through her, but she knew she'd warm up soon enough.

She strode over, dropped into position directly in front of him, and matched his rhythm.

Noatak stopped mid rep,  holding the plank as he stared at her.

"What are you doing?"

"Competing," she said through gritted teeth, maintaining her pace, eyes focused downward. "Last one to quit wins."

She glanced up to find him still motionless, watching her with something like disbelief. "You should get moving, or I'm taking this by default."

Amusement flickered across his face. He resumed his rhythm. "May I ask why you felt compelled to do this?"

"Isn't it obvious?" She exhaled hard. "I want to beat you!"

Time stretched. She lost track of how long they'd been at it, focused only on the burn spreading through her arms and shoulders. He showed no signs of slowing, which seemed unfair considering he'd said he was almost finished.

Her muscles trembled with fatigue, but stubbornness kept her moving.

She won’t lose to Amon again.

Not today, not in this.

She looked up. He was already looking at her. Their eyes held, and a few seconds later she realized their movements had synchronized - up, down, matched rhythm.

His gaze lingered this time. That slight smirk tugged at his mouth.

Her breathing, already labored, caught in her throat.

No.

She couldn't afford distractions.

Breaking eye contact, she realized she might have bitten off more than she could chew. Not for the first time.

But her stubborn mind decided she'd rather have her arms crumble to dust than lose this.

She closed her eyes.

Slowly, she emptied her mind. Let everything else fall away - the trembling arms, the burning sensation, the presence of the man across from her.

Everything faded to background noise.

This was almost meditation...

"You can stop. You won."

What?

Her eyes snapped open to find his bare feet in front of her face. He'd stood up. Ended it.

Korra added five more push-ups for good measure, though at this point she felt dangerously close to collapse. On the last rep, she had to use every ounce of willpower not to face-plant into the dirt, but she made it upright and stood facing him.

She tried to brush damp hair from her forehead with a hand that shook so badly she nearly poked herself in the eye. And he wasn't much better off. Sweat dripped from his temple despite the cold, his breath coming in quick bursts that misted in the air. But an odd glint shone in his eyes. A shadow of a smirk played at his lips. He didn't look disappointed at all.

"I did?" she gasped. Then her eyes narrowed. "You didn't throw it, did you?"

"Why would I?" he said. "It-"

"YESSS!"

Her triumphant scream echoed through the canopy. She punctuated it with an airbending-aided leap, fist pumping skyward. The rush of triumph was completely disproportionate to the achievement.

When she landed, she gave him a solid slap on the back.

"That was a good fight though! I'll give you that!" Never mind that he'd already been tired when they started.

Noatak had just taken a sip from his waterskin when her slap connected, sending water spraying from his mouth. He lowered it slowly, eyeing her with a mixture of annoyance and surprise.

"Thank you for that assessment," he said dryly.

"I mean it! Worthy opponent, as always." Her throat suddenly felt like sandpaper. "Can I get some of that?" Without waiting for an answer, she grabbed the waterskin from his hand and drank in long gulps.

She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and returned the bottle to a stunned Noatak. "Thanks. So… what's next?"

His eyebrows rose. "Next?"

"Yeah, another match. Something different."

"You're developing an obsession." The teasing note in his voice was unmistakable. "Didn't we have enough of that before?"

"It's different now," she said seriously. "Because it's friendly."

Noatak set the waterskin down and crossed his arms. "What did you have in mind?"

Korra couldn't quite suppress her smile. He was actually playing along.

"How about..." She hummed, pretending to consider deeply. "A waterbending duel?"

"No."

She chuckled. "Figured you'd say that. Had to try though." Her expression turned more serious as she actually considered options.

"Hand to hand sparring?" he suggested.

"I was hoping for something I could actually win, not something where you'd totally destroy me." She paused, then sighed dramatically. "But you lost the last one, so I guess fair is fair. Fine."

They squared off, and she tried to remember everything she'd learned from her training in the compound. Her prediction about the battle's outcome proved accurate maybe thirty seconds later when she hit the ground hard, the breath knocked out of her. She'd lost track of his footwork, too busy noting how core rotation actually looked when someone did it right to notice him sweeping her legs.

"Ow. Okay. Point made." She pushed herself up on her elbows. "I said you'd destroy me in this. You didn't have to take that as a challenge."

Noatak offered his hand again, and she took it, letting him pull her upright. "You've learned some solid techniques. But I take it you don't train or apply them regularly."

"Yeah, well, I could bend three elements. I didn't exactly need hand-to-hand combat, even though it was part of my training."

His brow furrowed. "That's shortsighted. As the Avatar, you'd gain considerable respect by demonstrating you can hold your own without bending. Particularly against nonbenders."

Korra opened her mouth to argue, as she always did when he started with his equalist talking. But this time she stopped, actually considering what he'd said.

Maybe there was some truth to it. Maybe if she could prove to non-benders that she could fight without bending, that she respected their capabilities... they'd see her as an ally rather than another bender looking down on them.

"If you're interested," Noatak said, interrupting her thoughts, "I could help you refine your forms."

Her gaze snapped to him. "You'd teach me?"

"Are you comfortable with the idea?"

Having Amon teach her? As a mentor? It sounded crazy, but it could be interesting. And there was no doubt he was a master.

"Yes," she said slowly. "Yeah, why not?"

He nodded and stepped back, studying her intently.

"Stance." The casual edge disappeared. The single word carried the full weight and authority that had once commanded a revolution.

It sent an involuntary shiver down her spine.

Korra fell into her natural fighting stance. He circled her slowly, examining her form from every angle.

"Feet wider. You're too narrow." He stopped in front of her. "Your shoulders hold tension. Let them drop."

She followed his instructions. He studied the adjustment, then nodded.

"Your strikes incorporate too much firebending influence. The motion is wrong for hand-to-hand. You should pull your shoulder back less, keep your guard tighter. The power shouldn't come from pulling back further, it comes from hip rotation and full-body connection."

He demonstrated a straight punch that seemed to come from nowhere, his hips and shoulders snapping in sequence. The crack of air made her blink.

"Hip rotation generates the power. Your arm is just the delivery system."

"Got it." She mimicked the motion he demonstrated, but it felt awkward. 

"You're still loading the shoulder. Think about driving through from your back foot."

She adjusted, threw another punch. Still wrong. She saw it in his face before he moved, stepping in behind her.

"May I?"

Her breath held, and she glanced back at him, then nodded. One hand settled between her shoulder blades, the other lightly gripped her striking arm. Heat radiated off him, warming her back through the thin fabric of her shirt.

"Feel this-" He guided her through the motion slowly. "Back foot drives. Hip turns. Your core connects it. The arm finishes." His voice was low, almost in her ear. "The power travels through you." 

He released her and stepped away. "Is this alright?" 

All command had vanished from his voice. The change snapped her out of whatever haze had settled over her. He was asking permission to continue. Giving her an out.

She cleared her throat. "Yeah, it's okay."

When she tried the punch again, something clicked into place. Power drove up from the ground, through her center, exactly the way he'd guided her through it.

"Better." He gave a short nod. "That's the foundation."

They drilled it. Again and again until sweat traced down her spine and her hips rotated automatically, no thought required. He watched every repetition with that same unnerving intensity, stepping close whenever something needed correction.

"Good. Now - defense." He rolled his shoulders, resetting. "Earlier you dodged. You're fast, and that matters. But dodging costs position. I want you redirecting when you can."

A slow punch came toward her shoulder.

She swatted it aside.

"You're meeting force with force. What happens when you're weaker?" Another controlled strike. "Don't stop me. Guide me past you."

She tried. Her hand caught his wrist, attempted to redirect - but he pushed through and tapped her shoulder, the intended target.

"Smaller circle. Think water, not earth. Use my momentum instead of trying to negate it."

The next attempt felt different. She barely touched him, and his fist curved past her shoulder, following the path she'd created.

"There." His expression shifted slightly. "That's it. Again."

They drilled through variations. Strikes from different heights, shifting angles. Her movements grew smaller, less forceful and more efficient. She stopped thinking about the mechanics and just moved, her hands finding the right paths, her body shifting into counter-positions without too much thought.

Eventually, Noatak stepped back and positioned himself in front of her.

“Now let’s see how you apply it under pressure. When you’re ready, attack.”

Despite her earlier enthusiasm for matches, Korra got out of stance. "I don't want to actually fight again. My back still hurts from that last one."

"I apologize for that," he said, and meant it. "But this time I'll only defend. No throws, no strikes. Just showing you where your openings are."

"Fine..."

She came at him with jabs, crosses, a few low kicks even though he hadn't covered those yet. He slipped and parried everything, occasionally tapping her shoulder or ribs with an open palm to show where she'd left herself exposed, while she did her best to apply what he'd taught her.

After several minutes, he stepped back and gestured for her to stop.

"You're a fast learner." There was a note of pride in his voice she'd never heard before, and her heart soared.

"Better than your chi-blockers?" she asked with a grin.

"I'll need more than this one session to fully assess your capabilities."

"So we can do this again tomorrow? And then you can assess?"

He studied her for a long moment.

"We could do that," he confirmed. "But you'll need to wake before dawn again. Can you manage it?"

She scoffed. "Don't underestimate me, Amon. You did that before and look where it got you."

His mouth curved into a smirk. He said nothing, just collected his waterskin and the discarded shirt Korra had left on the branch. He offered her the waterskin, and Korra raised her eyebrows but took it, downing all the was left.

Then, they started heading back toward camp, comfortable silence settling between them.

Korra took the time to process everything that had just happened. How much she'd enjoyed spending time with him doing something completely unrelated to their mission. And he'd agreed to more.

"When you think about it, it's so weird," she mused aloud. "Amon teaching the Avatar."

Noatak glanced at her, something thoughtful in his expression. "Almost impossible to believe."

"Don't get the wrong idea, though," she said, grinning. "I'm not going to start worshiping the ground you walk on or anything."

"I wouldn't dare assume otherwise."
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28. The Dream


    
    "Korra, get up."

The voice filtered through layers of sleep. She hummed something that might've been words and rolled away from it, burrowing deeper into the worn fabric of her sleeping bag.

It came again, closer. "Korra." The edge in it cut through the fog. "It's time."

"Still dark," she mumbled, one eye cracking open to confirm the obvious. Pre-dawn indigo, stars still scattered across the sky. "Which means's still night. Which means you're being... unreasonable."

The sigh that followed was long and low. "Are we doing this every morning now?"

That made her smile into the darkness. She rubbed her eyes and pushed herself up, stretching just enough to feel the pleasant ache in muscles she'd forgotten existed before they started with this pre-dawn routine. When she turned, she found him crouched about a meter away, forearms resting on his knees.

"Just testing your commitment,” she said lightly. "Making sure you've got enough patience stored up for the day ahead."

"Then you should know it's nearly exhausted."

"Please." She waved a hand dismissively. "I'm sure you've got plenty to spare, Noatak."

Something shifted in his expression – amusement bleeding into exasperation, both so familiar now. "You're awfully confident about that. I would've thought that by now you'd be capable of getting up without supervision."

"Didn't know you were such a morning grump. Thought that was supposed to be my thing." She studied him, the corner of her lips twitching. "Doesn't suit you."

This banter had become her favorite way to start the day. There was something safe about it - he never snapped, never took the bait too seriously, never made her feel like she'd crossed a line she couldn't see. After months of walking on eggshells around each other, this back-and-forth felt like solid ground.

Besides, Spirits know they had much more serious things to fight about.

For just a second, she caught it – the ghost of a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth before he pushed to his feet. "Get dressed. We're losing time."

This was their fifth session already. Korra got used to the rhythm by now: wake before the world did, put her body through whatever punishment he'd designed, then spend the rest of the day hiking with muscles that remembered every movement from the morning.

But it was working. She could feel herself getting sharper, faster. Stronger in ways that had nothing to do with bending.

And in the end, she may have been looking forward to these mornings much more than she cared to admit.

They were scouting for a suitable clearing when Korra remembered something she'd asked days ago that he never actually answered.

"Hey." She jogged a few steps to catch up, falling into stride beside him. "Remember when I asked how I'm faring in this? Compared to the Equalists, I mean."

He kept walking, gaze fixed ahead.

"Noata–"

"I do."

"And?"

His pace slowed slightly, letting her match him more easily. "You want my full assessment."

"If it’s not terrible."

"Define terrible."

Her stomach did a lurch. "That bad?"

"I didn't say that." He stopped walking, turning to face her fully. His gaze settled on her with an intensity that made her suddenly aware of her own breathing. "On a positive note: you are, without question, one of the strongest female fighters I've ever encountered. Your physical capabilities are exceptional. More importantly, you're driven. Ambitious. That matters more than raw talent."

Heat flooded her face. Coming from him, someone who'd built an army, who'd gone toe-to-toe with some of the best benders in the world, that actually meant something. "Really?"

"However." Of course there was a however. "You have significant room for improvement. There’s one critical flaw that has cost you fights and will continue to cost you more, and not just in nonbending combat."

She braced herself.

"You're predictable." His voice stayed level and clinical. "Your strikes lack creativity, which works fine against inexperienced opponents but makes you easy to counter for anyone with real training. You default to brute strength, and as a result, your greatest advantage becomes your most obvious weakness. I can read you three moves ahead, and I'm far from the only one who could."

The warmth from a moment ago cooled into something heavier, settling in her chest. She knew this. Had known it, actually, even back when she'd had all three elements. But hearing him say it stung. Made it real.

"You also need work on agility and flexibility, though that depends on what style you want to develop." He tilted his head slightly, still watching her. "But those are technical issues. Fixable."

The word sat heavy – fixable. As opposed to what… wasn't?

"And… the other thing? The predictability?"

"That's harder. It requires you to think differently. Stop seeing fights as problems you can power through." He paused. "But it's possible."

She chewed the inside of her cheek. "How possible?"

He watched her for a moment, assessing. "You asked how you compare to the Equalists. I will tell you this - had I still led that movement, and had you been a recruit, I would have recognized your potential immediately. Upon witnessing your raw capabilities and your drive, I likely would have taken you into my personal tutelage. That's an accelerated training program reserved exclusively for the most promising candidates, at the end of which you would have joined my specialized forces. Possibly even as a squad leader, depending on what leadership qualities you demonstrated."

She stared at him, trying to process the strange compliment buried in the criticism.

His expression didn't shift, but something in his voice did. "You see, the flaw I just described, that's something that can be corrected with the right guidance."

Understanding bloomed warm in her chest, chasing away the chill. It felt wrong and compelling in equal measure to consider that, but she couldn’t help.

"But I'm obviously not a recruit," she said.

"No."

"And you're not Amon anymore."

"No," he agreed.

She made herself ask it. "Would you still help me? Train me properly, I mean. Work on the… flaw."

His eyebrows rose fractionally. But his gaze stayed locked on hers. "I would. If that's what you want."

She nodded enthusiastically. "It is.”

“But it would require hard work."

"Good thing hard work is my middle name." Korra felt a grin pulling at her mouth despite the nerves. "So when do we start?"

"Now."

 

She'd thought the previous sessions were demanding.

She'd been wrong.

He pushed her past tired into something that felt like her muscles were trying to secede from her body. But more than that – he made her think. Made her stop mid-form to explain why she'd chosen that angle, that strike. Made her defend decisions she'd been making on instinct for years.

"Again."

She was breathing hard, sweat cooling unpleasantly in the mountain air. "I just did it three times."

"And three times you telegraphed your intent before moving. Again."

So she did it again. And again. Until something clicked.

When he nodded, just once, the satisfaction she felt was almost embarrassing in its intensity.

They worked until the sun had climbed above the horizon and her shoulders felt like they might give out. When he finally called the session, she stood there trying to remember how to breathe normally.

The full day of hiking that followed was brutal, her thighs screaming with every upward step, but she didn't care. A familiar warmth settled in her chest, that same dizzy lightness she used to get after training with Master Rhen, her firebending mentor back south. Or maybe even stronger than that.

And Noatak was... honestly, he was a really good teacher. Strict, definitely demanding, but also patient. He could break down his explanations in a way that made sense. Attentive in a way that made her feel understood. He held high expectations and somehow that made her want to exceed them instead of resent them.

She could see it now, how he must have been with the Equalists. That certainty in his voice when he explained something. The way he pushed people to be better than they thought they could be. The pride when they succeeded.

With those qualities, Korra began to understand how they used to admire him so much.

 

Korra woke in the middle of the night to darkness and an odd light filtering through the trees. For a moment she couldn't place it. It wasn’t the light of dawn, not moonlight. Something else.

She turned her head. Noatak's sleeping bag lay empty, unfurled instead of neatly folded the way she always found it.

Curiosity overcame the warmth of her own sleeping bag. She forced herself to leave it, her bare feet finding cold ground as she followed the light source until she found him sitting by a fire, his back to her.

"Sorry," he said without turning. "I tried to keep it far enough away. I didn't mean to wake you."

"You didn't." She hesitated at the edge of the firelight. "Mind if I join?"

He nodded once, and Korra settled beside him, pulling her knees up. The fire threw warmth against the cold that crept in after midnight, crackling softly in the silence between them. They sat without speaking for a while. It wasn't uncomfortable.

"Having trouble sleeping?" he asked eventually.

"A little. You too?"

"Not exactly. Just needed to meditate on some things."

"Oh." She started to stand, embarrassment heating her cheeks. "I didn't mean to interrupt–"

His hand caught hers before she could fully rise – warm and solid and completely unexpected. His eyes found hers, intense enough to pin her in place. "Stay."

It wasn't a command. It was a request, soft and genuine. It still sent shivers down her spine.

She sank back down, hyper-aware of where his fingers had touched her skin, even though he'd already let go. "So what's on your mind? If you want to share, I mean."

Silence stretched long enough that she thought he wouldn't answer.

When he finally spoke, each word came out slow and deliberate. "I've been thinking about what comes after I fulfill my promise to you." He paused. "I was wondering if I'd be able to see my mother again. And I was wondering… if I'd be able to see you."

Her eyes snapped to his face.

"Would you like that?" The whisper barely made it past her lips.

"Yes."

The simple word hung between them.

"...Why?"

He turned to face her fully. The firelight caught his eyes, pale blue warming to amber. "Because the longer I'm with you, the more I want to keep being with you."

Her heart kicked against her ribs. His face was close, closer than she'd realized. Close enough to see the dilation of his pupils, the small scar near his lip she'd never noticed before, cutting through a few days' stubble growth. His mouth was slightly parted.

She found herself staring at his lips.

A pull she couldn't resist drew her forward.

As if reading her mind, his mouth began lowering toward hers. Her eyes slipped closed. She leaned in.

There was no room for doubt now. No space for second thoughts or careful consideration. Any hesitation that might have surfaced was immediately pushed aside.

She braced herself with tingling anticipation for the touch. The soft press of Noatak's lips against hers.

But it never came.

Instead, her mouth met something hard and cool.

Korra yelped and jerked back, eyes flying open. The mask stared at her, blank and white and terrible.

"No–"

She was blinded by a sudden light. Not the intimate firelight, but a harsh artificial brightness. This wasn't the forest anymore.

She was on a stage.

Amon drew back from her, and she felt it – the numbness spreading through her body. He'd chi-blocked her. Everything from her shoulders down went dead and useless. Two Equalists seized her arms, hauling her upright, forcing her to kneel when her legs couldn't support her weight.

She could only watch, helpless, as Amon strode to center stage.

"Welcome, brothers and sisters!" His voice boomed through what she now recognized as a massive arena, amplified to reach every corner. "Thank you for joining us on this historic night. Tonight, we take another significant step toward achieving our ultimate goal of creating a truly equal society. A society where none of you will ever again live in fear!" His fist rose triumphantly. "With the Equalists in power, we will rightfully claim what has always been ours!"

The floor beneath her feet seemed to tremble with the roar of hundreds, no, thousands of spectators, their cheers shaking the very foundations of the building.

"Tonight," Amon continued, his voice dropping to a more conversational but no less commanding tone, "we are honored to host a very special guest. Someone that the corrupt bending establishment deemed superior to all of us. And yet–" the mask turned toward her in its terrible blankness, "–ever since I equalized her, she has finally come to know the struggles of the very people she so callously disregarded for so long. One might expect her to better understand our cause now that she is one of us."

He paused for effect, letting the boos of the crowd fill the silence.

"But it seems her years of brainwashing have yet to be undone." His voice dropped lower, colder. "This event will serve as a lesson for the former Avatar. She will learn, once more, the price of standing in our way."

Amon turned and gestured to his Lieutenant, who nodded and signaled to someone in the backstage.

Korra's eyes widened in absolute horror as four figures were led onto the stage, one by one. Each was bound, gagged, struggling against both their restraints and the Equalists who gripped their arms.

They weren't just any prisoners.

Mako. Bolin. Tenzin. Master Katara.

No. No, no, no–

"NOATAK!" Her scream tore from her throat, raw and desperate. "DON'T DO THIS! PLEASE, I'M BEGGING YOU–“

"These benders," Amon announced, gesturing toward the four captives, "are among the last rebels opposing our just cause. Coincidentally, they also happen to be close personal friends of the former Avatar. As such, they will meet the same fate she did."

"PLEASE STOP! I'LL DO ANYTHING – ANYTHING!"

The masked man made his way toward his victims. At last, he stopped before the first.

Katara.

The old master's eyes were wild with panic, tears streaming down her weathered face. Beside her, her son thrashed against his bonds, helpless.

Amon raised his hand. His thumb extended toward Katara's forehead.

"NOATAK!!!"

 

"No!"

She jolted awake with a gasp, her lungs burning as if she'd been drowning. Her heart slammed against her ribs with bruising force.

It was a dream, she told herself frantically. Just a dream. It didn't happen. They're safe. They're all safe. He can't hurt them.

"Korra, are you alright?"

The voice came from beside her, accompanied by a gentle touch on her shoulder. It took several disorienting seconds to recognize it as that same voice from her nightmare.

"I was about to wake you, you were thrashing–"

"Stay away from me!"

She scrambled backward on hands and feet, the sleeping bag still tangled against her legs. Her back slammed against a tree, bark digging through her thin shirt.

Noatak jerked to his feet and immediately stepped back, putting distance between them. "What happened...?" The confusion in his voice was genuine, almost frightened. "Korra, I don't– "

"Stop talking." Her voice came out as a broken whisper. "Please. Just... just leave." She curled into herself, face buried against her folded arms.

He stood there, frozen, for what felt like hours. Then finally, finally – she heard his footsteps, the crunch of dead leaves growing fainter until the forest swallowed the sound completely.

The sobs came then, choking and ugly, muffled against her folded arms. The images wouldn't stop: the mask, the stage, Katara's terrified face, that thumb descending…

She cried until her throat ached and her face was wet and she couldn't anymore. Then she remained huddled against the tree, arms wrapped tight around her knees, forehead pressed to them.

She needed to make sense of what she'd witnessed. Needed to understand.

Was this nightmare a warning? Like the visions she'd experienced when Tarrlok had imprisoned her?

But this... this hadn't happened. None of it was real.

Except... maybe it could be?

After all, he'd told her without hesitation that he still believed his actions were justified. He still thought ruining all those lives served some greater purpose. So maybe, given the right circumstances, he could do exactly what the nightmare had shown her.

If that was true, then the dream's message couldn't be clearer: nothing good would come from getting close to him. Maybe even all the kindness, all those moments of unexpected gentleness was all just strategy. A way to get her to trust him, to lower her guard, so he could use her somehow. 

No. Something in her rejected that theory even as she thought it, almost pleading with herself. It can't be. Not after everything we've been through together.

Not after staying with his mother, and the Spirit World journey, and the restoration of her waterbending. Not after fighting side by side. Not after he'd held her while she broke down, his heartbeat racing against her ear. Not after watching him smile and seeing him proud when she got something right. After just feeling so… good, just existing in the same space as him.

It couldn't all have been false.

Korra took a shaking breath.

He had two sides, that was the truth she needed to accept. A dark side, born from Yakone's cruelty, that drove him to do terrible things for what he believed was a higher purpose.

But he also had a good side. Kind. Compassionate. Capable of genuine warmth and care.

A part of him she hadn't known existed before this journey forced them together.

Maybe this dream is a warning of circumstances that could be avoided. Maybe her role was to help anchor that better side. To keep him from sliding back into his dark ways. With his skills and intelligence, he could cause so much harm. But he could also do tremendous good

The question was which path he would choose.

And maybe, maybe, she could really influence that choice.

Korra pulled in a deep breath and let it out slow.

She would trust Noatak. Would choose to believe in the person she'd come to know, rather than the monster from her nightmare.

She had to.

 

~*~*~

 

Noatak sat with his back against a tree, close enough to sense her presence but far enough to give her the space she'd demanded.

Her sobs carried through the quiet forest, each one driving into him like a blade between ribs.

He probably deserved it.

Whatever had caused this, whatever nightmare or memory or realization had made her look at him with such raw terror – it stemmed from him. From Amon. From everything he'd done to her. There was no escaping that.

But it had been a long time since she'd reacted to him with such emotion. And even at the beginning of their journey, she'd never been this frightened.

Once, he would've counted her fear as an accomplishment. A necessary goal in the greater scheme of things. Proof of his power and the righteousness of his cause.

The Avatar herself, reduced to scrambling away from him… Amon would've called that a victory.

Now it just made him feel sick.

He would give almost anything to undo whatever had just happened. To take back whatever had triggered this response. But he couldn’t do anything.

The feeling of helplessness in the face of a situation was foreign and deeply uncomfortable. He was accustomed to solving problems through the application of will and capability. But here, anything he might do would likely make things worse.

So he waited.

The sun crept over the horizon, painting the sky in shades of pink and gold. Her crying had stopped a while ago. He remained where he was, tracking her life-force through the trees.

When she finally started moving, he closed his eyes briefly. Relief mixed with dread. She was coming, but he had no idea what state she'd be in.

She came to a stop a distance from him, but wouldn't meet his eyes.

"I'm sorry," Korra mumbled, her gaze fixed on a nearby tree with vacant, exhausted eyes. "About before. I'm ready to leave whenever you are."

So no explanation. She wasn't going to tell him what happened.

He stood slowly, careful not to make any sudden movements.

"You stayed here?" She blurted the question. "This whole time?"

He nodded.

"Why didn't you go train like usual?"

"I didn't feel like it," he replied quietly.

They made their way back to camp in silence. Noatak changed from his sleeping clothes – he hadn't had the chance that morning, given how everything had unfolded. He brushed his teeth, then folded his sleeping bag and secured it to his pack, going through the familiar motions while his mind remained partly focused on her.

"Today's hike should be relatively easy," he said, because one of them needed to pretend things were fine. "We'll reach Yaoping village by evening. First real settlement we've seen in over a week."

He glanced at her, trying to gauge her reaction without being obvious about it.

"I think," he continued carefully, "we can afford to stay there for a full day and leave the following morning. We've maintained good pace recently, and we're actually ahead of schedule. The extra time would allow us to work in the village, earn some money for clothes and other necessities we're lacking."

When he looked at her again, something in her expression had softened.

"Yeah,” she said, and a ghost of her usual energy flickered in her voice. "I'd like that. It'll be nice to see other people for a change."
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29. Acceptance


    
    Night swallowed the village of Yaoping, nestled in a valley between mountains deep in Earth Kingdom territory. Oil lamplight spilled from farmhouse windows onto the pebbled main street, catching the last villagers completing their errands before retreating behind locked doors. Among them, two strangers stood out - a man and a woman with heavy packs on their backs, dressed in Earth Kingdom clothing that couldn't disguise their Water Tribe features

Noatak felt every stare as they walked. A man passed close enough that he could see the whites of his eyes, staring without shame before quickening his pace.

"Did you see how he looked at us?" Korra murmured as the man hurried past.

"Rare to see outsiders this deep in the mountains," Noatak said. "Especially ones who look like us."

They continued down the street, searching for anyone they could offer extra hands at work. But every face showed the same reaction. Doors closed around them, windows shuttered.

Noatak stopped walking.

"There's something else going on here," he said. "We're not just unwelcome, we're a problem."

Korra glanced around the street. "Should we just leave then?"

"I think we should."

They turned back. Noatak caught movement in a window, hidden faces watching them. The street had emptied completely, but just as they reached the village edge, a voice cut through the unusual silence.

"You there, Water Tribe! Over here."

A woman leaned from a second-story window of a house near the village edge. Her face was difficult to read in the dim light.

Noatak and Korra exchanged looks.

"The story," he said quietly. "Still remember it?"

They hadn't needed their cover in over a week. Korra nodded.

As they crossed the street toward the house, it struck Noatak with some irritation that after all these years of carefully concealing his origins, of crafting a persona that bore no trace of the Water Tribes, it was now the first thing people noticed about him.

When they reached the front door, heavy bolts scraped back before it swung open, revealing a woman in her late thirties or early forties, pale-skinned with premature lines around her eyes. Despite the weariness in her face, her large dark brown eyes were gentle and lively.

A child peered around her mother's skirts with those same dark eyes, before disappearing up the stairs in a flutter of footsteps.

"Come in, please. You can drop those packs right there, you look half-dead on your feet. I'll make tea. Jasmine all right?"

The woman headed toward what must be the kitchen. Noatak and Korra remained in the entrance, exchanging uncertain glances before he turned his attention to their surroundings: modest house, well-kept, Earth Kingdom decorative touches throughout, no visible weapons but a heavy iron poker by the hearth.

Their host returned carrying a wooden tray, then stopped short at finding them still standing in the entrance hall.

"Oh, for-" She laughed. "Sit down. I promise I'm harmless."

They complied, setting down their packs. Noatak took a chair while Korra settled onto the couch. The woman set the tray down and poured tea into three cups.

"Here." She handed Korra a ceramic cup. "Let me know if it's too strong."

"Um, who are we...?" Korra started, accepting the tea. "I mean, can we ask your name?"

"Adama." She passed Noatak a cup. "The little one upstairs is Sela. And you two?"

"I'm Korra, and this is Noatak."

The words were barely out before Noatak's gaze snapped toward her. Korra's eyes widened as she realized the mistake. She shouldn’t have given out their real names.

Oblivious to the exchange, Adama settled onto the couch beside Korra, cradling her own cup. "Korra and Noatak… Water Tribe names if I ever heard them. North or South?"

"North," Korra said quickly, words tumbling out like she could bury the error under new information. "We're friends, traveling together to see the world outside the ice. After here we're thinking maybe the Fire Nation."

"Can't say I blame you. I'd have left too if I'd been born somewhere that cold." Adama chuckled. "Are you both benders?"

"Korra is," Noatak said, cutting in before she revealed more. "Tell me something - the people here, do they have particular reason to be wary of us?"

Adama's hands tightened around her cup. She stared into the tea for a moment before answering. "People here… are suspicious of anyone from outside. We've had... bad experiences. Learned to be careful." Her eyes lifted, moving between them. "But I could tell right away you two are good people."

The answer left more unsaid than spoken. Noatak heard the weight of whatever history she wasn't sharing. He set down his tea.

"We appreciate the hospitality," he said, beginning to rise. "We were hoping to find work here for a day, but given the circumstances-"

A hand caught his sleeve.

"Noatak, wait." Korra's fingers tugged gently at the fabric. He paused, looking down to find her turquoise eyes searching his with a silent request. Before he'd consciously decided to, he found himself sinking back into the chair.

Her smile flashed, quick and grateful.

"We could still ask. About work, I mean." She turned to their host. "Do you think anyone here might hire us? Just for a day?"

Adama's eyebrows lifted. She was quiet for several beats, considering.

"Well. There’s never a shortage of work in a place like this. I’ve a pile of logs myself that aren't going to split themselves." She tilted her head, a shadow of doubt crossing her face. "Though yes, people's attitudes could be a problem. What are you looking to get paid?"

"Essentials," Noatak said. "Warm clothes for Korra. A map covering the territory between here and Omashu. Sewing kit. Knife sharpener."

"You need warm clothes too,” Korra pointed out.

He glanced at her. "Possibly."

"Not 'possibly.'”

"Fine. Yes."

Adama looked between them with something close to amusement. "Modest request. Honestly, I could get you those things without the work-"

"No." Korra's voice was firm. "You said you needed help with those logs. Noatak could handle that, and I can put my bending to use. Moving water, cleaning, helping with crops. Do you think it could work?"

Noatak stared at her. Hadn't she grasped they were unwanted precisely because they were Water Tribe? He opened his mouth to object, but Adama spoke first.

"I'm... not sure, dear," she said gently. "But I'll keep it in mind if anything comes up."

"We'll figure something out." Korra drained her cup and set it down with a soft clink. "This tea is really good, by the way. Where do you get it?"

Adama's face warmed and she refilled Korra's cup. "We grow it ourselves. The mountain soil here is perfect for jasmine. Nothing like what you get in the lowlands."

"I can tell! I've only ever had the imported kind. This is way better."

The conversation shifted naturally from tea to crops, then to the rhythm of life in the mountains. Noatak found himself watching Korra, fascinated. She leaned forward, tucked into the flow of Adama’s stories with a genuine, easy interest. When she laughed, her whole face brightened, completely unguarded.

He'd seen her somewhat like this before, during their visit to his mother, but he hadn't cared enough then to find it notable. Hadn't noticed how her expressions shifted like water, or how effortlessly people lowered their guards when met with that warmth.

It was the exact opposite of the calculating attention he gave to conversations with strangers. He never engaged in them for the joy of it, instead measuring every interaction by its utility, and nothing more.

"-but Noatak's really good at that stuff. He could actually explain it."

Both women turned to look at him.

Several seconds of awkward silence passed while his mind raced to bridge the conversation he'd neglected.

"The edible plants," he said. "Throughout the Earth Kingdom, there are common species easy enough to identify. We rely on them when we can. Mallows, for example, are widespread this time of year. The leaves work well in soups or stews, and add nutritional value."

Adama offered them her spare room shortly after. Noatak’s instinct was to refuse - he had a deep-seated aversion to the debt of a stranger’s favor, and he suggested they camp nearby instead. But Adama wouldn't hear of it, citing the dangers of the night, and Korra’s hopeful expression made him relent.

The room had a window and two bedrolls laid out on the wooden floor. After Korra finished in the washroom, Noatak took his turn. He let days of trail dust rinse away, the water turning grey in the basin. He then shaved with slow strokes, watching himself in a small mirror propped against the wall until he felt almost civilized again.

When he returned, Korra had already tucked herself into one of the bedrolls. The room was narrow, leaving barely an arm’s length of floor between them. He moved with silence to his own side, wondering if sleep had already claimed her.

Noatak stretched out, hands folded behind his head, and let out a long, slow breath.

Silence settled over the room.

The space created a closeness different from sleeping under open sky. He could hear every breath Korra took, slow and even. For a moment, he thought he could hear her heartbeat too, but then recognized it as his own senses growing sharper again - the full moon was only a week away.

One week until they reached that cave system near Omashu. One week until he'd attempt to restore her earthbending. He'd never heard of the place before Katara mentioned it, never bothered to learn more, because he'd never imagined he'd come this far helping the Avatar...

A sound of stifling laughter broke the silence.

Fabric rustled as Korra rolled onto her stomach, propping her chin on her folded arms.

"You're not asleep."

"Neither are you." He turned his head. Moonlight filtered through the high window, carving her face in shades of deep blue and shifting shadow. "What’s so amusing?"

"Just thinking." She let out a soft, dry snicker. "'Good people.' That’s what she called us. Poor woman has no idea who she just invited into her house."

"And who might that be?"

"Don't play dumb." She rolled her eyes. "What would she say if she knew she's housing a wanted criminal?"

"Difficult to be wanted when everyone thinks you're dead."

"Fair point," she conceded. "But being supposedly dead doesn't make you any less guilty." Her fingers began to trace the rough edge of her bedroll. "I guess once this is over, you’ll just... disappear again. Use that innocent face of yours to start over somewhere else."

"Would that bother you?" he asked flatly.

"Obviously. But it’s not like I can stop you, can I? You could leave right now if you wanted," she reasoned. "And it's not like I- Look, I really want to believe you won't… cause more problems. That you're done with all that."

"How reassuring."

"You are going to need a whole new identity anyway," she continued, moving past his sarcasm. "Papers, documents, everything. Though I suppose you could keep your real name this time. Nobody recognizes you anymore."

Noatak said nothing. The future that stretched before him was blank, directionless. He'd spent months unable to envision any purpose beyond the next day's survival. Starting over implied he had something to live for.

He turned his gaze to the ceiling.

"I don't understand how you do it,” Korra said, her voice dropping into a troubled whisper. "Lying about who you are so easily. I felt so terrible doing it."

"You're ashamed of the lie," he said. "I'm ashamed of the truth. In my case, there was no choice."

She went quiet, absorbing that.

"But it's not as if you only hid parts of the truth," she pressed. "You could've told people you were Noatak, a normal waterbender with no connection to bloodbending or crime lords. Instead you became the complete opposite. How did you live like that?"

"I couldn't hide parts of it,” he said, his voice flat. "Everything was too tangled together. And my brother would have found out about me eventually."

He hoped she'd leave it alone and let them both sleep.

"What about now?"

Spirits. He took a slow, controlled breath. "What do you mean?"

"You're yourself again. How does that feel?"

The question hung between them. Noatak stared at the ceiling, at the play of moonlight across wooden beams, and found himself actually considering the answer instead of deflecting.

His life now couldn’t be more different than before. Different in ways he could have never predicted.

Not all of them bad.

"After everything came out," he said slowly, "after Tarrlok, I felt like the person I'd been forced back into had no place left in the world… no reason to exist.” He recalled those thoughts that plagued him for weeks.  "Only recently did I start to rediscover that person again." Thanks to my mother… and thanks to you.

He kept his eyes on the ceiling, acutely aware of her breathing in the darkness beside him.

"Are you still ashamed?" she asked softly.

He hesitated, the word heavy in his throat. "Always."

Silence stretched between them. Long enough that he let his eyes drift closed, hoping the conversation had finally ended.

"You have things worth being proud of too. You know that, right?"

His eyes snapped open.

"What?"

"Seriously?" She mistook his confusion for disbelief. "You have a lot of good qualities, and I of all people am saying it. You're compassionate. I saw it with your mother, and after that too. I know that compassion probably drove you into all that revolutionary madness, but it's still there."

Noatak shifted onto his side, facing her fully now. He could only stare.

"And you're incredibly patient. Like when you teach me. I don't think I've ever heard you raise your voice, not even once. You're smart too, really smart. I could never navigate through mountains and desert with just some old map. And I haven't even mentioned what a skilled warrior you are..."

Heat crept up his neck, across his face. He had no response.

"Just try to accept who you are now, Noatak. Leave the past behind,” she concluded warmly.

If only it were that simple. But gratitude swelled in his chest so intensely that for once, he couldn’t find his words.

"Thank you," he managed.

The words replayed in his mind. His former enemy, the one who'd suffered most at his hands, who knew every dark truth he'd buried for years, could look past all of it and see something worth valuing.

He couldn't look away from her face. The emotion in those eyes held depth he'd somehow never noticed before, held wisdom that was beyond her years.

He took a deep breath, and with the exhalation, he finally allowed himself to acknowledge something he had been avoiding for so long.

The Avatar is beautiful.

Korra is beautiful.

His chest tightened, and suddenly it was difficult to breath.

Guilt followed as he realized how he'd never properly acknowledged the extent of what he'd done to her. As Amon he'd deliberately terrorized her, bloodbent her, left her a shell of her former self... Left her wanting to end her own life.

He wouldn't have done any of it if he had known her then as he knew her now

And even if he was trying to fix what he'd broken, he knew the scars ran too deep to fully heal. Just this morning, she'd recoiled in fear at the sight of him.

"Korra." Her name came out barely above a whisper. "I'm sorry."

Confusion crossed her face. Then understanding dawned in her eyes.

Several heartbeats passed.

She moved her hand to the floor between them, palm open.

Noatak stared at it.

Finally, he gathered the courage and reached out, placing his hand over hers. That simple gesture conveyed more meaning than any words could, and he couldn’t help but stare at their union.

He traced his thumb across her warm palm. It was not as smooth as he'd expected, serving as another proof of how tough and dedicated this woman was. And yet, her hand still felt inexplicably delicate.

She squeezed once, her fingers weaving between his until their hands intertwined.

His gaze drifted from their joined hands up to her face, and dizziness washed through him at the sight of that crooked smile, those turquoise eyes, made even more striking by reflected moonlight.

You can't do this.

You can't fall for her.

His heart raced.

Too late.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          A few things I wanted to point out:

- Noatak admits to himself that he regrets what he did to Korra is kind of like he apologized to Tarrlok for taking his bending. In both occasions he feels this way because he cares about the person he did this to, and not because he sees the action as wrong. But this regret doesn't extend to anyone else.

- His realization regarding his feeling was a direct follow-up of her saying she appreciates the good in him, despite who he is and everything he has done. This is the kind of acceptance he never dared to hope for, and is mentioned in the one-shot "Deserve to be Loved".

- I thought it was fun to kind of explore how different their attitude toward complete strangers is, with Korra being easygoing and open and Noatak being reserved and pragmatic. Adama is also the first to witness their growing connection, despite not knowing who they really are, and she will have a role in... encouraging it. Sort of.

As always, thank you so much for reading this! I'd love to know if you liked it in the comment section. Even a small word will make my day!

        




30. Prejudice


    
    Morning light filtered through the narrow window, carrying an awkwardness that hadn't been there the night before. Korra tried to blame the cramped quarters, but she knew better.

It was ridiculous, really, how one small moment from the night before had left them both as skittish as teenagers. But she was beginning to realize that "small" didn't exist between them.

Korra couldn’t name what was happening, let alone where it was headed. She doubted Noatak had the answers either. But somewhere along the road from Republic City to this small village, she’d stopped trying to keep distance around him. The man once known as Amon was no longer a cold shadow in her nightmares; he was a solid, breathing presence. One she was becoming dangerously drawn to.

Yet only yesterday morning a nightmare had left her torn, wondering if she was a fool for trusting him. But that doubt was quickly fading, replaced by a growing certainty that she wasn't wrong about him. Especially after their conversation last night.

Korra shook out one of his borrowed shirts from her backpack and tugged it over her head. While folding her sleeves she glanced back, her gaze caught on him before she could stop herself. His back was to her, the lean muscles of his shoulders tensing as he pulled on his trousers. Heat crawled up her neck and she looked away.

Once they were both dressed and prepared for the day, Korra reached for the door. But Noatak's palm flattened against the frame above her head before she could open it.

"Wait," he said, his voice low. "Before we go down."

She crossed her arms, her defensive instincts flaring instantly. "What?"

"Don't use your waterbending today."

Her irritation sparked immediately. "Is this more of your equalist propaganda? Because I thought you'd realized by now-"

"No." The sharpness of his voice cut her off. "There's something wrong with this place. The way they look at Water Tribe people, at us. We don't need to attract unwanted attention or start unnecessary conflicts."

"That's exactly why I should do this!" Korra countered heatedly. "If they hate us, it’s because they’ve only seen the worst. We show them something different. We change their minds."

He watched her, his expression unreadable, but he didn't move his hand from the doorframe.

"I guess you wouldn't understand," she added, her voice dropping to a bitter edge. "You spent years teaching people to hate what you are. You practically wrote the manual on prejudice."

His jaw went rigid. He didn't look at her, his gaze fixed on a point somewhere past her shoulder.

When he finally exhaled, it was barely audible. "Fine. If you're determined to be their lesson in tolerance, at least try not to get yourself into trouble doing it." He looked back at her, his gaze boring into hers with a sudden, sharp intensity. "I mean it, Korra. If things turn bad, find me."

Korra’s brows shot up. He almost sounded like Tenzin - stern, overbearing, and so very different from the man who’d spent weeks letting her make her own mistakes. Just like that, the anger drained out of her.

A slow, teasing grin pulled at her mouth. "Wait. You're actually worried about me? Noatak, that’s almost cute."

He turned to open the door before she could see his expression. "...just don't do anything foolish."

"Back at you," she said to his retreating back, then immediately winced. Weak comeback. She was definitely off her game.

Downstairs, the smell of rice and pickled vegetables filled the common room. Adama looked up from the table, her face brightening with the particular relief of a host who’d worried her guests might have fled in the night.

"Sleep well?"

Korra and Noatak both nodded.

"Good. I convinced Sela to join us." The little girl sat hunched over her bowl, treating her breakfast like it required intense scholarly focus. "Since you've so kindly offered to help, I think the two of you could do the logs. Meanwhile, I'll head into the village for those supplies you mentioned."

"Wait," Korra interrupted. "Are you sure there isn't anything else? I can heal, I can provide water."

Adama’s smile faltered. "I know. But to be honest... it’s probably safer this way. But I appreciate the heart behind the offer, truly."

Korra sank into her chair, deflated. She could change minds, she believed that, but she couldn't force help on those too scared to accept it.

They ate in silence that was broken only by the click of chopsticks against ceramic.

Until Noatak spoke.

"I noticed there aren't any lakes or rivers nearby." His tone was conversational, but Korra had learned to hear the strategy underneath. "How does the village source its water?"

Adama blinked at him, caught off guard. "We catch rain in cisterns, mostly. For the crops, we have to hike up to the mountain springs. There’s an old well right in the center of the village, but it's been dry for years, except during a heavy storm, anyway."

"Then I believe there's a way Korra can help," Noatak said calmly. "She could repair the well."

Korra's chopsticks clattered onto the table. She stared at him, but he kept his focus on Adama, ignoring her.

"If it's simply a matter of the water table dropping," he continued, "she can draw the groundwater back to the surface. Once the flow is reestablished, the pressure often stabilizes. The well becomes viable again."

Even Sela was looking at him now.

"It won't be easy," he added, finally glancing at Korra. "It would require moving substantial volume from significant depth. But I believe she can manage it. Korra is an exceptionally powerful bender."

Something fluttered in her chest at the way he said those last words.

Adama was quiet for several heartbeats. "If it works... it would change everything." She turned to Korra, her eyes hopeful but guarded. "Can you really do something like that?"

Korra shook off the strange warmth spreading through her. "Yeah... I'll try. I mean, I can do it."

Adama nodded slowly, though her eyes drifted toward the window. "I believe you. I just hope...  the others won't make trouble for you."

 

The woodshed smelled of timber and damp earth. Adama showed Noatak a set of axes that looked older than the village itself, their iron heads rusty but still with a sharp edge. Noatak tested the weight of one in his hand.

"See you later," he said to Korra as she turned to leave with Adama. "Good luck."

Korra flashed him a thumbs-up and a grin. She was determined to make this work for the village and to prove a point to Noatak.

Walking down the main street in full daylight still attracted cold stares, but Adama's presence beside her made it bearable. They reached the central square where an old stone well stood.

"This is it," Adama said, hope and anxiety warring in her voice.

Korra peered over the edge, it was twenty meters down and as expected, bone-dry at the bottom. "Alright." She rolled her shoulders, trying to loosen the knot of tension at the base of her neck. She stepped back, planted her feet wide and closed her eyes.

She didn't just reach, she listened. Sent her awareness down through silt and stone, past the dry crust, searching for a pulse.

Come on, she thought, sinking deeper into her stance, searching.

Yes. It was there - heavy and trapped beneath the layers of bedrock.

She took a deep breath, preparing for her next move, slowly getting a hold onto the water...

"Adama! Have you lost your mind?!"

The shout shattered her concentration, and the water slipped through her grip like sand. Korra spun to see a man charging across the square, his face flushed with a frantic panic.

He didn't even look at her. His fury was aimed straight at Adama.

"Jiang, please!" Adama stepped forward, her hands raised. "She's different. She's here to-"

"I don't care what she is!" Jiang skidded to a halt between them, his chest heaving. "I can't believe you, of all people... After everything... after what they did to my brother, you bring one of them into the heart of our home?"

"She's not like them! She's here to help!" Adama's voice cracked. "Please, just listen-"

"She can't be trusted! None of them can!" Jiang screamed. He turned his eyes on Korra for the first time, his pupils blown wide with terror and loathing. "Get out! You hear me? Get out of our village!"

The commotion was drawing a crowd; villagers began spilling into the square, their murmurs humming in the distance like a swarm. Korra realized her window was closing. If she didn't act now, the growing crowd could become a mob.

"Jiang, stop!" Adama cried, reaching for his arm as he began to move.

But the man was beyond listening. The last thread of his restrain snapped, and with a strangled cry of "I said leave!", he lunged forward, his hands outstretched as if to physically hurl Korra away from the well.

Korra didn't think, her body simply moved on its own as she avoided his wild, clumsy charge, caught his wrist and pivoted. The movements Noatak had drilled into her during their last sparring session felt instinctive now. She kept her center of gravity low, snapped her hips, and swept her heel through his footing.

Jiang’s back hit the ground barely five seconds after it started.

A collective gasp rippled through the square. The shock of seeing a local man floored by a girl froze the crowd, but only for a heartbeat.

"See?" someone shouted from the back. "They only know how to hurt us!"

Korra could feel the circle tightening around her. She knew she had seconds to act.

She spun back to the well, her focus sharpening into a single, razor thin point. She ignored the footsteps and the shouts, reaching past the stone until she found the cold beat of the water again.

Now!

The ground began to tremble. A low groan rose from deep beneath them, vibrating up through the soles of their feet and silencing the crowd.

A massive column of water erupted ten meters into the air. It was a geyser of pure, pressurized force that roared like a living thing. Screams erupted behind her as the water hung suspended for a heartbeat, catching the morning sunlight. Then it crashed down as a heavy, drenching rain that soaked the square and everyone in it.

Korra held the form, her arms trembling with the effort of guiding the stream into something controlled. Gradually, the violent geyser settled into a steady flow. Water filled the shaft, rising higher and higher until it lapped calmly against the stone rim.

Silence followed, broken only by the dripping water. Then, the sound of wet footsteps.

Korra turned to see Adama stepping forward. She offered a hand to fallen man, who took it hesitantly, his body stiff as she helped him to his feet.

"Look, Jiang," Adama whispered, her voice trembling with relief. "Just look at what she gave us."

Jiang stumbled to the edge, peering down, his fury now replaced by a hollow, bewildered wonder. "I... I don't..."

He reached out a trembling hand, and his fingers broke through the water as if to prove it was real.

Adama met Korra’s gaze. Her dark eyes were glassy, and she made a small, encouraging gesture with her head toward the watching villagers. Korra offered a small, weary smile and a nod. She wiped a stray lock of damp hair from her forehead and straightened her posture, turning to face the shocked, soaking wet crowd.

"So... my name is Korra," she began, her voice steady and carrying clearly across the square. "As you saw, I’m a waterbender, but a healer too. If anyone needs my help, please let me know. I'll be staying here for the rest of the day."

 

The rest of the morning and early afternoon were a blur of activity. It began with one brave mother bringing a feverish child forward. Once the crowd saw Korra draw the heat from the boy’s small body, the floodgates opened.

She lost track of time, moving from the square to the fields, drawing water to irrigate parched crops, then back to a makeshift clinic to soothe old aches and neglected injuries. She wasn't just bending water, but also the the village's attitude. 

Hours later, Korra leaned against a fence near the ostrich-horse stables, exhausted but feeling lighter than she had in days.

"You've done good work."

She turned to see the stable owner, an elderly man she’d helped earlier, watching her while leaning heavily on his cane.

"Just doing what needed to be done," Korra said, wiping sweat from her brow. "I’m just glad the village is finally starting to accept me."

The old man let out a heavy, rattling sigh. "Can you blame them for being afraid? You're the first waterbender they’ve seen in years who brought water instead of blood."

Korra stiffened. "I'm not like the people who hurt this village."

"I can see that now. But scars run deeper than skin." He tapped his cane against the ground. "Adama's a saint for taking you in. Especially considering it was a waterbender who killed her husband."

The air left Korra's lungs. "What?"

"Kaiseng," the old man said softly. "And their infant daughter. Butchered right here in the village."

Cold horror seeped into Korra's bones.

"Why?" The word came out barely above a whisper. "Why would they do that?"

"Power. Cruelty. Because they could." His expression hardened into a mask of bitter resentment. "They come every few weeks to take what they want. Food, coin, lives... we only exist at their mercy."

Noatak had tried to explain how widespread this was. She hadn't quite believed him then. Now rage coiled hot and tight in her chest, and with it, the memory of a promise she'd made to herself.

"Where are they?" she asked, her voice low. "These people... are they still around?"

"Word is they have a camp near a village in the southern pass." He looked at her sharply. "But don't get any ideas! They're killers, led by a monster. You've done enough here. A young girl like you has no chance against them."

Like hell I don't.

Well, maybe not without her full bending. But with a certain someone who'd promised to waterbend alongside her in situations exactly like this...

She forced her expression into something that was hopefully approaching innocence. "No, you're right. Of course not." She manufactured a smile. "I really should get back, Adama wanted me home for lunch about now. Thanks for the talk!"

With a wave, she turned and walked back toward Adama's house, her pace quickening with each step until she was nearly running. The exhaustion had vanished, replaced by singular purpose.

She reached the woodshed but stopped. A deep, familiar voice drifted through the gaps in the timber.

"...you must wear warm clothing on every part of your body. Not just anything. Real fur, from animals who've mastered the cold themselves."

Korra froze. She'd heard that tone only once before, not Amon's booming authority or Noatak's flat cynicism, but something softer, heard during an unforgettable moment in the Spirit World.

Who is he talking to?

She eased the door open. The workstation first came into view, immaculate with the wood stacked in nearly perfect geometric piles. Noatak was sitting against the wall, and tucked beside him, small and transfixed, was Sela. At the sound of the hinges, the little girl looked up, her eyes immediately filling with alarm.

"Sela, this is Korra," Noatak said, his voice staying level, anchoring. "Only this morning, she fixed your village's water supply."

"I couldn't have done it without your idea." Korra approached and crouched in front of the girl, holding out her hand with a smile. "Nice to meet you, Sela."

"H-hi." The child's handshake was shy and tentative.

"May I sit with you?"

Sela looked at Noatak, then back at Korra, and gave a small, hesitant nod.

Korra settled on the girl's other side, making sure to leave plenty of space. "I heard you talking about the poles," she said brightly.

"We were," Noatak replied. "Sela was curious how anyone survives in a place made of ice."

"Oh yeah, even some locals say it’s a total pain in the-" Korra caught Noatak’s sharp, warning look and coughed, clearing her throat. Sela giggled at the slip-up, so Korra pressed on with a grin. "But I think it’s incredible. You have to be resilient to survive there. Strong. And we depend on animals for literally everything."

The girl was bracketed between them now, her initial fear slowly dissolving.

"The books say they’re wild," she whispered, looking between the two of them. "How do they help?"

"Some are dangerous," Korra agreed, softening her voice. "But if you're determined enough, you can tame even the wildest heart. Let me tell you about Naga, my best friend..."

She lost herself in the storytelling, watching Sela’s face light up at the description of her polar bear dog, until the door creaked open again. Adama stood there, her expression lighting at the sight of her daughter so relaxed.

"There you are, Sela! I didn't expect to find you here. Can you help me set the table for lunch?"

The girl scrambled up, flashing a tiny smile at Korra and Noatak before disappearing with her mother. Adama lingered, looking at the neatly stacked wood. "I can't believe you're finished already, Noatak. And Korra... the village hasn't stopped talking about you. Please, join us in ten minutes?"

"We'll be there," Korra said.

The door clicked shut. She turned to Noatak.

"So." His voice was quiet. "Successful morning?"

"Yes! You have no idea... the way people changed, it was..." She trailed off, lost for a fitting word. "...amazing."

He watched her for several seconds, his gaze steady and still.

"I'm glad," he said finally, and she could tell he meant it.

"But... how did you even think of it?" A sudden thought struck her. "Wait - you've done this before, haven't you?"

He gave a slow nod. "Many years ago."

She waited for him to say more, but he didn't. Korra fidgeted for a moment before looking sideways again, only to find his gaze already fixed on her.

Neither looked away.

In the filtered light coming through the gaps in the wooden walls, his features seemed different. Clearer, maybe. Or maybe she was just allowing herself to look properly.

The resemblance to Tarrlok was there, in the cheekbones, the strong jaw. But where Tarrlok's features had been all harsh angles, Noatak's were gentler somehow, slightly less severe.

His hair had grown wild over the weeks. What had started as close-cropped now was at the length that was nearly impossible to control. Some dark strands were constantly escaping his attempts to push them back, falling over his forehead, and her fingers itched with the odd urge to brush them.

The sun and snow had changed him too. His skin had deepened to something close to her own brown, result of days spent outdoors instead of hiding in shadowed rooms plotting his revolution. He'd finally shaved now that they had facilities, though she found she missed the stubble. It made him seem real... less controlled.

But it was his eyes that held her most. That particular shade of blue that looked grey in shadow and brilliant in sunlight. Usually sharp, calculating, always thinking several moves ahead.

But not now.

Now they were just... soft.

Beautiful.

Her heart beat faster the more she took him in. Her gaze drifted lower.

To his lips.

But a false memory surfaced, vivid enough to feel real.

She flinched, turning away.

"Korra?" He sounded puzzled. Maybe even hurt.

She breathed slowly, steadying herself, before looking back.

"I need to tell you something," she said. "It's important."

"I'm listening."

"Okay." Korra glanced at the door, listening for footsteps.

"No one's there," he assured her.

"Right." She faced him fully. "So... remember when we ran into those earthbenders last week? You told me attacks like that happen all the time in the Earth Kingdom." He nodded. "Apparently there's a group of waterbenders targeting this village too. That's why they were so terrified of us. So I've been thinking. Maybe we should face them. Help the village. Scare them badly enough they never come back."

He stared past her, through her, his mind clearly working.

She knew where this was going.

"You're going to say no, aren't you?" she muttered, irritation rising.

He blinked, refocusing.

"And that's not even the worst of it," she pressed. "Those people killed Adama's husband. And her baby."

His expression darkened. "I know."

Korra blinked. "What? How could you possibly know that?"

"Sela," he said, his voice dropping to a chill tone that made her skin crawl. "She hinted at it. I believe they made her watch."

Korra's stomach turned. The need to act became physical, an ache in her chest.

"Korra." Noatak's voice firmed up. "I'm willing to go with what you suggest. But understand the cost. If we stay to deal with them, we miss the full moon. You'll have to wait another month for your bending. Are you prepared for that?"

She bit her lip. She hadn't thought about that. Could she really postpone getting her earthbending back for an entire month?

I have to. I'm the Avatar.

No question. Her duty was to help people, protect them. That came first. Always.

But that was her choice. What about him?

"Are you saying..." She searched his eyes. "That you're also willing to wait that long?" For me?

Her heart was hammering against her ribs.

"It seems I am."

Her jaw dropped. "Really?"

He simply nodded.

Gratitude and affection flooded through her. Without thinking, she launched herself forward and threw her arms around him. They were both still sitting and the force nearly toppled him backward, until he caught himself with his hands at the last second, bracing against the floor.

It was the first time she'd actively hugged him, and he went completely still, body tensing like a coiled spring.

Painfully aware that he wasn't reciprocating, embarrassment burned through her and she started to pull away.

But then he shifted his weight to one hand, freeing the other to wrap firmly around her back. He buried his face in her hair.

Emboldened, she let her nose brush against his neck, breathing in his scent. A shiver ran through his body, and she filed that information away with private satisfaction.

Slowly, they untangled. Korra's cheeks were burning, but she couldn't stop grinning. "Thank you. Really."

"You're welcome." His voice sounded rougher than usual. He cleared his throat. "We should get back."

"Right. Yeah."

They stepped out into the crisp air, walking toward the house in a silence that felt lighter than it had all morning.

"Noatak," she said as they walked. "Remember the promise you made after we encountered those earthbenders?"

He glanced at her, one eyebrow raised skeptically. "'Promise' is stretching it a bit, don't you think?"

Korra scowled. "Don't you dare try to weasel out of it. I remember exactly what you-"

"Korra." Amusement played at the corner of his mouth. "I'm teasing you. I'll waterbend with you this time."

"Oh." She blinked, caught off guard. "Well... good."
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    "Korra, you need to be quieter."

"I'm barely breathing!"

"You sound like a stampede. Roll through your steps. Use the balls of your feet."

She swallowed the retort burning on her tongue and tried again, concentrating on every placement, every shift of weight. It was exhausting. He made it look effortless while she felt like a toddler learning to walk.

Noatak stopped at the mouth of an alley, his focus trained on a three-story building across the path. "That rooftop. We'll have a clear view from there."

Korra followed his line of sight, then trailed after him as he slipped into the darkness between the tree line and the building. Even knowing where he was, she nearly lost track of him twice.

"Front door is closed," she observed in a whisper.

"And guarded," he said, already moving to the base of the wall. "We climb."

Korra craned her neck. It was a sheer vertical face of slick brick with a few handholds in the form of window ledges and rusted drainage pipes.

Beside her, Noatak took a few steps back, then sprinted toward the wall and leapt. He caught a high window ledge one-handed, body barely swaying, then reached up and grabbed the drainpipe above. He tested it with increasing pressure before committing his full weight. "Follow my route exactly. Don't trust anything I haven't tested first."

He went up smooth and controlled, and Korra waited until he'd cleared the section, then took her own running start. Her jump was less graceful, and she had to scramble to secure her grip on the ledge, but she made it, then pulled herself up to the drainpipe. After that, she found her rhythm, though the rough handholds scratched her palms. Still, it wasn't so bad. Kind of fun, actually.

Then they hit the gap.

Right before the roof, the stonework turned to decorative wood. The next solid handhold was a heavy bracket mounted high above, way too high to reach from their narrow ledge.

Noatak assessed it silently, jaw tight. "I'll have to jump for it."

He crouched low, then launched. His hand shot up and caught the bracket, the second following immediately to lock his grip. He hung there, arms straining, body swaying slightly before he steadied.

Then he looked down at her, measuring the gap between where she stood and where he'd just reached.

"Different approach." He braced his feet against the wall and shifted, angling his body down toward her ledge. "You'll have to climb over me."

Korra blinked, her grip on the rusted pipe tightening. "Over you? Like - what, like you're a ladder?"

"My thigh, then my shoulder. I'll hold steady."

"You're joking."

"Do I sound like I'm joking?"

No. No, he really didn't. Heat crawled up her neck.

"This is going to look so undignified," she muttered.

"But effective." His voice stayed level, but underneath she caught a thread of strain. This wasn't comfortable for him either. "Grab my belt, then step on my thigh."

Korra adjusted her stance on the narrow sill, keeping a death grip on the pipe with her right hand. It was the only thing keeping her from tipping backward all that they climbed. She looked at him. She looked at his belt. She looked at the drop.

"Okay," she breathed. "Don't drop me."

"I've got you. Now move."

She reached out, fingers closing around the leather of his belt. The contact felt too intimate - her hand at his waist, his body the only thing between her and the pavement.

"Right foot on my thigh, then left hand to my shoulder."

"This is going to bruise you."

"Korra. Step."

Her other hand was still locked on the pipe, knuckles bone-white. Every instinct screamed at her not to let go. The pipe was solid. Safe. He was just flesh and bone suspended over an eight-meter drop.

She let go of the pipe.

Her left hand immediately reached for his shoulder as her right foot found his thigh. The moment of weightlessness made her stomach lurch. She felt the way his body went rigid beneath her, muscles locking to support her weight.

"Other foot up," he gritted out. "Both hands to shoulders."

She hauled herself up in one movement, her left foot pushing off the ledge to join her right on his other thigh as both hands slid to grip his shoulders. Suddenly they were nose-to-nose.

For one second, time seemed to hold. His breath ghosted hot against her cheek, his eyes a striking, electric blue in the dark, straining with effort. Her hair fell forward, curtaining his face, and she felt him inhale sharply.

Great, she thought wildly, now I'm suffocating him.

"Push up," he wheezed, his arm shaking. "Reach."

She drove her right foot onto his shoulder, praying she wouldn't break his collarbone, and exploded upward, hands releasing to stretch overhead. Her fingers caught the ledge. With a frantic grunt, she hauled herself up and over the edge, rolling onto the flat concrete roof with all the grace of a sack of potatoes.

She sprawled flat, heart pounding a frantic rhythm.

Behind her, boots scraped on stone as Noatak vaulted over the edge, landing in a crouch. He dusted off his hands, his chest heaving slightly - the only sign that serving as human furniture had cost him anything.

Korra sat up, grimacing at her scraped palms. "You alright?"

Noatak tested his shoulders with a roll. "Fine."

"That was..." She let out a shaky breath that was almost a laugh. "Well, it worked."

"Stay low." He dropped to his stomach, already moving toward the edge. "There’s no railing, we're exposed."

Korra mirrored him, crawling forward on her elbows. The sting in her palms was sharp enough to notice. She glanced down, and saw them scraped raw. She pulled moisture from the night air, drew it to her palms, felt the familiar tingle as water answered her call...

The water was suddenly ripped from her control and dispersed into mist.

"Don't." His eyes never left the building below. "The light could give us away."

"Shit, right." She shoved the impulse down and focused on their target instead. "What are we looking for?"

"Anything useful. Layout, numbers, routines."

Korra looked down. Their lookout point was perfect - unobstructed view of the headquarters' entrance and the occasional figure moving in and out.

It was also mind-numbingly boring.

Noatak seemed content to watch in silence, that intense focus never wavering, but Korra gave up pretending to pay attention after the first twenty minutes. She rested her chin on her folded arms and let her mind wander, fighting the urge to fidget.

Finally, finally, he said, "We're done."

She lifted her head groggily. "What'd we learn?"

"Small operation. Seven members total, including their leader - a woman." His gaze remained fixed below. "I have a rough layout of their headquarters, but we'd be better off engaging them in open ground. Right now they're all inside, likely planning their next operation. Based on what the villagers told us, there's a strong possibility they'll gather here again tomorrow night before moving out. That's part of what we can use."

"So we hit them tomorrow?"

"Tomorrow night. If they follow pattern."

Something warm expanded in Korra's chest. He was good at this, both the physical and tactical sides. As someone who usually just charged in fists-first, she was learning so much just by being near him.

"You really know your shit, don't you?" She grinned, elbowing him lightly.

He glanced at her, something like surprise flickering across his face. "I've been doing this for over a decade."

"Yeah, well." She shook her head, still grinning. "It's honestly kind of a miracle we ever beat you guys."

She didn't catch his expression because he turned away, but when he spoke, there was a new chill to his voice. "We should leave the way we came."

Despite her excitement about tomorrow's confrontation, Korra was aware they hadn't actually discussed what they would do to stop the gang permanently. Simply defeating them wouldn't guarantee they'd stop terrorizing the villages, and the last time this topic came up, it had led to an argument, as Noatak insisted his old methods were the only effective solution.

But now wasn't the time. She'd bring it up tomorrow, once they had an actual plan in place. Once she had better arguments prepared.

Descending was harder than climbing up had been. They navigated the gap with the same awkward maneuver, then continued down in silence. Korra could barely see where to place her feet. 

She was searching for her next foothold when Noatak's urgent whisper cut through the dark.

"Stop."

She froze, looking down at him in confusion. His attention was locked on the headquarters.

"Press against the wall," he breathed. "Don't move."

Then she heard it. Voices, drifting up from street level.

"-told him last week. That's it."

"Yeah, you always say that." A woman's voice, flat and annoyed. "Then he pays half and we're back here next month."

"Not this time. His kid's what, fifteen? Sixteen?"

"Something like that."

"Good. Time the old man learns what happens when he-"

The voices faded as they moved down the street.

Korra's blood went cold, then hot. She scrambled down to Noatak's level as fast as she dared.

"We’ve got to do something. Now."

He stared after the figures, his face partially shadowed. Korra waited, impatience building within her.

"We lure them to the woods." His voice came slow, thoughtful. "We'll have strategic advantage."

He's in.

Relief and adrenaline flooded through her in equal measure.

"One of us acts as bait," he continued. "Draws them in. The other waits and ambushes when they arrive. Element of surprise."

"I'll bait them to that forest we came from. No problem."

"Very well. As for water... we'll need to extract it from the surrounding vegetation. Can you do that?"

She nodded confidently.

The distant figures had disappeared completely. If she didn't move fast, she'd lose them. An idea sparked in her mind, probably reckless, definitely something he'd hate, but they were alone and she needed speed.

"Gotta run to catch up with them, see you soon!"

She let go of the pipe and dropped.

Two stories, straight down.

At the last split second she bent a cushion of air beneath her, but she was still sloppy at this, as she hadn't trained with Tenzin even once since actually getting airbending. The landing sent her sprawling on the ground, but she rolled to her feet and took off sprinting.

Guilt stabbed through her when she pulled water from a nearby tree, watching it wither into a lifeless shadow of its former self.

As the figures came back into view, she slid to a stop and dropped into a bending stance. The water formed into sharp icicles hovering around her. She thrust her arms forward and they shot through the air like arrows.

From this distance, she watched a waterbender whip around and throw up an ice shield just in time. Good. She'd pissed them off properly.

A few seconds later, the whole group changed direction and started moving toward her.

Got you.

She launched another volley, knowing they'd block it but needing to keep them committed to the chase.

WHOOSH!

Ice spikes rained down around her. Korra ducked behind the nearest tree trunk, then bolted deeper into the forest.

Where is he?

Her lungs began burning from cold air and exertion as the attacks grew more frequent and accurate.

A water whip snaked out from behind a tree and wrapped around her waist, yanking her sideways off her path. Korra yelped-

-and found herself face to face with Noatak.

"You scared the shit out of me!" The water released and she stumbled forward.

"Quiet. They're close." He pulled her down behind cover, pressing a portion of his water into her control. "Remember, freezing does nothing if others can thaw them. Knock them out."

The voices grew louder.

"She went this way, I'm sure of it!"

"How can you tell with all these damn trees!?"

Noatak’s eyes locked on hers. "Now.”

They rose as one and attacked.

Unlike the chaotic mess with the earthbenders, this was different. They moved together - Korra's aggressive strikes creating openings that Noatak exploited with waterbending strikes faster and more precise than anything she'd ever seen. His defensive moves set up her power shots, and when she pushed forward, he covered her flank.

It was like fighting with someone who could read her mind.

The most skilled waterbender lasted longest, but eventually fell to their combined assault. With no one left to free her, Korra froze the woman to a tree trunk.

Korra dropped her stance, breathing hard. The swift battle and adrenaline coursing through her veins left her feeling euphoric. She turned to Noatak with a wide grin.

"That was amazing! We didn't even need all your careful planning." She laughed, exhilarated. "You should definitely waterbend more."

In three strides, Noatak closed the gap between them.

He reached out, his fingers delicately tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear, but his hand didn't fall away. His palm lingered on her cheek while those stunning blue eyes roamed over her face with an intensity she had never seen, perhaps only in a dream.

A dizzying flutter of excitement sparked in her stomach, but the sheer weight of the moment kept her rooted to the spot.

"Yes..." he murmured, his thumb stroking her cheek.

This time there was no mistaking what she saw in his expression. Nervousness, yes, but also…

"Look at you two, all worked up over each other," a mocking voice cut through from behind, making Korra jerk back. "But don't let me interrupt, I'd do the same if I were in your place."

The warmth of Noatak's hand left her face as Korra spun around. The speaker was the female waterbender they'd defeated last, her body still frozen against the tree, though somehow still conscious despite the blow she'd taken.

"Shut your mouth before I do it for you," Korra snapped.

The woman's smirk widened. The scarf that had covered her face during the fight had come loose, revealing a thin face marked by a large tattoo that started on her right cheek and curled up across her forehead. An unagi, Korra realized after squinting.

"You must be the waterbender everyone's been talking about." Her voice had a rough quality to it, almost like Lin's but with a cruel edge underneath. "Heard about a waterbender girl showing up in Yaoping, but nobody mentioned a guy. So tell me, why'd you attack us anyway? We do something to piss you off specifically?"

"You're sick bastards who hurt people for fun! That’s why!"

"Mm. Quite the little vigilante." The woman's eyes flicked between them with calculating interest. "Shame, really. You two could be valuable to my organization. Real money, the kind most people only dream about. I don't make this offer lightly."

Korra let out a harsh laugh. "That's hilarious. You couldn't find two people less likely to say yes if you searched all four nations."

"Maybe." The woman's gaze shifted. "But your boyfriend's been awfully quiet. What about you, handsome? You interested?"

Korra glanced at Noatak, wondering why he hadn't said anything.

Her breath caught.

The tender expression was gone. Completely. He stared at the woman with raw, burning fury that sent ice down Korra's spine. The woman couldn't see it from her angle because his face was partially obscured by shadows.

It was the same look he'd had seeing his father in the Spirit World.

Without a word, he strode toward the woman. In five steps he stood before her.

"Wait, what are you - let go!" Panic cracked through the woman's bravado as his hand closed around her throat, but he only tightened his grip until nothing but strangled gasps escaped her mouth.

Why is he doing that?

"Noatak, don't!”

His right hand was rising, thumb extended. His eyes slid closed, and his expression shifted into something almost peaceful. Almost pleased.

Understanding crashed over her.

"No... STOP!"

She was too late.

Before she made it to him, it was already done.

Noatak released the woman's throat and struck a pressure point at the base of her skull. Her body went limp in the ice, unconscious.

The air left Korra's lungs. She began moving without conscious thought, seizing his collar with both fists and shoving him backward with all her strength. He didn't resist, stumbling until his back hit a tree.

"WHY DID YOU DO THAT? WHY?"

When he spoke, his voice was flat. Empty of emotion.

"I used chi-blocking to erase her recent memory. She won't remember you or me, or anything that happened tonight. Tomorrow she'll wake up with no idea how this happened to her." His eyes met hers, cold and certain. "From this day on, she'll hide in shame and never harm anyone again."

Korra's eyes widened. He doesn't have even a trace of remorse.

He took a breath, his stare unwavering. "I'm going to do the same to the rest of them. They deserve this. It's the only way to truly stop them."

Her lips curled back. "Don't you dare... you... you... "

Before she could find the words, he stepped forward, and from the shock, her grip on his collar slipped.

Horror flooded through her as he walked toward another fallen gang member. He was going to do it again. Right in front of her.

Korra pulled water from the tree she'd held him against and shaped it into sharp icicles that hovered menacingly at his back.

"Make one more move-" Her voice shook despite her best effort to steady it. "-and I will attack. Don't test me."

He stopped, back still to her.

Then, without moving, without even looking, the icicles were ripped from her control and dissolved into mist that scattered into the bushes.

He kept walking. Bent down. Grabbed the man's jacket and hauled his upper body off the ground. His other hand rose.

Just like before.

Just like with Mako.

Her breathing went ragged. Panic crawled up her throat and choked her.

Only one thought made it through the chaos in her head-

Back then, there was one thing that stopped Amon.

She punched the air. Wind exploded from her fist.

The blast caught him off-guard, ripping him away from his victim. He slammed backward into a tree. The man he'd been holding dropped and rolled across the ground, still unconscious.

Noatak pushed himself up slowly, staring at the intended victim.

"Who exactly are you protecting, Avatar?" Ice ran through every word. "Murderers? People who torture children?"

"Like you're one to talk about harming kids!" She sent another air blast at him.

This time he was ready and dodged left, and the wind slammed against a tree trunk. Unlike the pro-bending arena, here he had room to move, space to evade.

She kept attacking, gust after gust, but he slipped around each one. With every evasion he closed the distance until finally he caught both her wrists.

"And I told you I would give anything to undo what I did to them." The words came out ragged, almost pained. "The least I can do is protect others."

"Let go of me!" She screamed and struggled, but his hold was inescapable.

He stared down at her, internal conflict written plainly across his features.

She felt his grip loosen slightly. With a snarl, she wrenched her hands free.

"I'm sorry about this, Korra."

Before she could process what he meant, he vanished from sight. Then she felt his knuckles drive into her spine.

Everything below her neck went slack. She started to fall but he caught her, lowering her to the ground with a gentleness that felt obscene given what he'd just done.

She saw his face - contorted, eyes squeezed shut. He looked like he was in physical pain.

Noatak was still in there. She could reach him. This was her last chance.

"Noatak... don't do this. Please."

He straightened and turned away.

She screamed and fought against her unresponsive body, tears burning hot in her eyes as she was forced to watch it all happen again. Her worst nightmare, playing out right in front of her.

Please let this be a dream.

Please let me wake up this time too.

"Noatak, please... don't..."

He moved to the third one.

"Noatak, stop, please..."

He finished with that one too and moved to the next.

"NOATAK! PLEASE, I'M BEGGING YOU-"

One by one, he went through all seven of them.

He never looked at her. Not once.

When it was over, she heard his footsteps approach. He knelt in front of her, his hand extended toward her.

A hand that only last night, only minutes ago, had felt warm and comforting.

Now the memory made her sick.

"Don't touch me!"

The hand pulled back. "I merely wish to reverse the block."

"No!" The word broke.

She'd been warned. Two days ago she'd had a nightmare that clearly foretold this moment, and she'd chosen to ignore it. How could I have been so stupid?

"I believed in you..." The words came out choked, strangled. "I trusted you. I liked you. And you were just the same all along."

"Korra, there was no other way to ensure the villagers' safe-"

"I don't want to hear you!" she screamed. "I don't want to look at you. I want you to leave. And I never want to see you again."

She heard him stand.

"Are you certain?" His voice was quiet, edged with sorrow. "Is this truly what you want?"

Her eyes clenched shut. Tears streamed down the sides of her face.

I don't know.

But she couldn't stand him being here. Couldn't stand the sight of him.

"LEAVE!"

After a stretch of silence that felt infinite, he spoke.

"As you wish," he whispered.

His footsteps moved away. Farther and farther.

Until there was nothing.
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32. Perspective


    
    Eventually, the chi-blocking wore off. Korra lost track of how long she'd been lying there in the dirt. When she finally dragged herself up, every step back to Adama's house nearly broke her.

If she hadn't been so emotionally shattered, she might have felt guilty about showing up at this hour. But the door swung open almost as soon as she knocked.

"Finally! I've been waiting for you all night, where have you..." Adama stopped when she registered the sight in front of her. "Korra, what's wrong? Where's Noatak?"

Korra's lips quivered but no words came out.

"Did something happen to him? Does he need help?"

She squeezed her eyes shut, fighting back tears, and shook her head.

The older woman hesitated. "Did he... did he leave?"

That was all it took. The Avatar broke down into uncontrolled sobs, and almost at once she found herself pulled into Adama's arms.

"Shhhh… come on. Inside. Come on now."

She half-led, half-carried Korra to the couch. Korra buried her face in her hands and cried herself out, while Adama rubbed circles on her back and didn't ask questions.

When the tears finally stopped, Adama made her go to bed

But when Korra opened the bedroom door and saw the two bedrolls laid out side by side, the flood of emotion hit her all over again. The tears came again, harder this time. She cried herself to sleep.

 

Pain woke her. A headache that felt like someone was driving nails into her temples. Korra opened her eyes. They were swollen, tender and raw.

It took her a full minute to remember why.

She lay there for another hour before forcing herself out of bed. The bathroom mirror showed exactly what she expected: puffy eyes, tear-streaked cheeks, a red nose. The same face that had stared back at her every morning at Air Temple Island, before she'd left.

Bile rose in her throat, and she looked away, spotting a bucket of fresh water. She bent some into her hands and splashed her face, then did it again.

Finally, she made it downstairs. Breakfast waited for her on the table.

"Sela and I already ate, we didn't want to wake you, so we left you this," Adama said from across the room. She sat at a small desk with her daughter, a book open between them. "Or if you'd prefer, we could have lunch soon instead."

"Thank you. Breakfast is fine."

She sat down and picked up her spoon. The food didn't taste like anything, but her headache was bad enough that she forced it down anyway. Her brain felt oddly empty. Numb.

Later. Deal with it all later.

A chair scraped beside her. Adama sat down.

"We just finished Sela's lesson, so I sent her for a break. How's the food?"

Korra nodded without looking up. She wanted to be alone. Needed to be alone. But Adama seemed to want to talk, and Korra didn't have the energy to ask.

"This morning I woke up early as usual to take care of the farm," Adama said casually. "I went to the well for water - thanks to you, I don't have to use my murky cistern - and now that the well's active, everyone stops by now to chat, catch up on news."

Her eyes stayed fixed on the bowl.

"And I heard something interesting today. A rumor, really, but an odd one. Everyone wanted to know if I had heard anything about it, even though I hadn't." She paused. "They said... that the local waterbending gang disappeared last night. Just... gone. Farmers who expected their usual visits - nothing. First time that's happened in years."

The spoon paused halfway to Korra's mouth.

"Wang, the man with the ostrich-horses you met yesterday - he told everyone you'd asked where they were yesterday. Said you seemed determined to confront them.” Adama's voice got quieter. "Said he tried to talk you out of it."

Deciding that she had no more appetite, Korra put her spoon down and said nothing.

"I'm not trying to pressure you. I know something wrong must have happened last night. But Korra..." Adama's voice cracked. "If it was you, if you're why they're gone... I can't even tell you what that means. We've been so scared. For so long. I don't want to get my hopes up, but if it's really over-"

Her voice broke. A sob escaped.

Korra looked up, startled.

"Hey. Don't-" She reached out awkwardly, patting Adama's back. "Don't cry."

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry." Adama wiped her face. "I just need to know. Is it really over?"

Those brown eyes, shining with tears and desperate hope, held her gaze.

"Yes," she whispered. "They're not coming back."

Adama made a sound between a laugh and a sob.

"But how did you- you didn't-" Adama shook her head. "No, you wouldn't."

"No." Korra whispered. "They just can't hurt anyone anymore."

"Oh, thank the spirits." Adama grabbed a tissue and blew her nose. "I was so worried. For so long. When you showed up at my door, it was a blessing to us all."

She collected herself, dabbing at her eyes. Then she hesitated.

"Noatak was with you, wasn't he? You said he wasn't in danger, so... is there anything we can do?"

Something hollow opened up in Korra's chest. She could only shake her head.

"But..." Adama hesitated again. "He left his backpack here. And everything he asked for, I gathered it all up. You're sure he's not coming back?"

A shuddering breath escaped Korra. "We had a fight," she said, her voice thin and higher than usual.

Adama nodded slowly. "It must have been bad. You wouldn't be this... wrecked otherwise."

Korra gave a single nod before averting her eyes. The silence between them grew heavy, broken only by the distant sounds of the village.

"Tell me if I'm overstepping," Adama said, her voice dropping quieter. "But ever since you two arrived... I know you said you were just friends. I know it's none of my business. But I never quite believed you."

Korra stared at a knot in the floorboards, her throat tight.

"It’s the way he looks at you that gave it away. Sometimes it's like he can't look away." Adama's voice went soft. "And I know he cares about you. A lot."

The older woman was smiling, but it was bittersweet. "I recognize that look because I lived it for years. My husband... he used to watch me the exact same way."

Korra finally looked up, her eyes wide. For a heartbeat, a warmth bloomed in her chest, a dangerous, flickering hope.

Then reality crashed back down.

"Then he has a cruel way of showing it," Korra whispered. "He knew what he was doing last night. He knew it would break me. I begged him to stop. I was right there in front of him, begging... and he didn't." She looked away, her jaw tight. "People who care don't do that."

Adama reached out, her fingers just barely brushing Korra’s hand. "I’m sorry. If it’s that unforgivable, I won’t mention him again."

A stiff nod was all she could manage.

 



She couldn't stay here.

But where would she go?

Republic City was the obvious choice. Except the thought of walking back into that city, of explaining how close she'd been to getting all her bending back only to fail...

A shiver went through her as she recalled the despair and depression that had consumed her there for weeks before she had left...

No. She couldn't go back to that low place. She wouldn't.

The current situation wasn't as horrible as it had been then. But was it really better? Two elements instead of one. Could she still be the Avatar like this?

The thought made her want to throw up. She'd think about it later. Right now she just needed to move, pack her things, thank Adama, and leave before sunset.

Twenty minutes later she was in the living room, trying to cram a final sweater into her backpack. His stuff, all the things Adama had collected for him too, lay scattered across the floor in useless piles she’d tossed aside to find her own.

"Why... won't... you... fit!" She gave up and slumped over the bag, breathing hard.

"Are you leaving?"

Korra jumped and looked over her shoulder. Little Sela stood by the stairs, wide-eyed.

"Oh, yeah." Korra forced a smile. "I have to get back home, I miss everyone there."

The kid looked like she was struggling with something.

"I heard you and Mom talking," she blurted out, then her face went red and she looked at the floor.

"Oh. Um." Korra had no idea what to say.

Sela walked closer until she stood directly in front of still crouching Korra. She didn't look up, just stared at the floor and fidgeted with her hands.

"You said... the water people aren't coming back."

"That's right." Korra said gently. "I meant it."

Sela's whole face scrunched up like the words hurt to say.

"E-even... the snake lady...?"

"The what?" Korra furrowed her brows.

The girl couldn't say anything else. Korra frowned, thinking, then understanding clicked into place.

"The... woman with the tattoo?"

Sela finally looked up and nodded, her eyes frightened.

Korra stared. Was that woman the one who'd...?

"Yes, her too," she said eventually. "She'll never come back."

A small smile appeared on Sela's face.

Korra's heart clenched.

I think I understand now why he went so mad after seeing that woman. 



 

Korra paced back and forth across the living room, contradicting herself with every turn until she felt like she might explode.

She couldn't stall her decision. Time was running out. Every minute that passed made it harder to undo what had been done.

But could she actually do this? Go after him like nothing happened?

The last few hours had shifted something in her, true. But she was still angry. Still hurt. She didn't know if she could feel safe around him, didn't know if she could even look at him without seeing...

She stopped.

I need to at least talk to that asshole.

 

 

Korra knelt by Noatak's backpack this time, trying to force the last of his stuff inside.

The door opened. She jumped up.

"Adama! Finally - I need help!"

"Spirits, Korra!" Adama nearly dropped her groceries. "You startled me."

"I'm sorry, but it's really urgent!" Korra said, then swallowed. "I... think I need to find him. And I have no idea where he could be by now."

Adama's eyes went wide. She put the bags down carefully. "Are you sure that's what you want?"

Korra bit her lip.

"I don't know," she admitted. "But if I don't go now, I'll lose my chance. He's got almost a full day head start. Could be anywhere by now."

A smile spread across Adama's face. "This may not be as big a problem as you think. Come outside with me?"

Korra followed her, confused. When they rounded the corner of the house, she stopped dead.

An ostrich-horse stood tied to a post.

She spun to face Adama, mouth open.

"The village wanted to thank you." Adama explained, clearly amused by Korra's reaction. "I mentioned you had a long journey ahead, so they thought this would be a suitable gift. It's a young female from Wang's farm."

Korra still couldn't move. Couldn't speak.

"Well?" Adama raised an eyebrow. "Didn't you say you were in a hurry?"

They strapped both backpacks and a food bag to the ostrich-horse. When they finished, Korra knew she had to say goodbye. She'd never been good at this.

"I don't know how to thank you..."

"Korra, please. We're the ones who should be thanking you. The whole village - we owe you everything."

Korra flinched. It was her job. Nobody owed her anything for something like that. And besides... she wasn't the one who did the thing they were really thanking her for. The thing that still made her sick to think about.

"I'll miss you two," she mumbled. Then Adama was hugging her, and after a second, Sela joined in too. Korra smiled and ruffled the girl's hair. "Tell everyone I said thanks and goodbye. And sorry I didn't have time to do it myself."

"We will."

Korra mounted the ostrich-horse and looked back at the small house, at the fractured little family standing in front of it.

She waved once, then gave the command, and they headed toward the mountains.
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33. Heartbeat

Notes for the Chapter:*** Trigger warning ***
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    The sun had set and there was still no sign of him.

Korra's gaze dragged along both sides of the trail until the tree line blurred. He could be anywhere by now. There was no reason he'd have stuck to the main trails, and she'd been riding them for hours with nothing to show for it.

When darkness settled fully over the mountain, a small, desperate thought gave her hope: she could look for a campfire. They’d made one nearly every night on their journey together.

How would he even light one? her mind snapped back. He left everything behind.

He's resourceful. She pushed back just as fast. He'd find a way.

The sky chose that exact moment to split open.

Rain hit hard and all at once, instantly plastering her hair flat to her skull. Water ran into her eyes and down the back of her neck, and the trail before her dissolved into smear of grey.

Beneath her, the ostrich-horse let out a sound of profound personal grievance.

"Oh, don't start," Korra grumbled, but her shoulders slumped. She leaned forward, patting her companion's wet, feathered neck. "Fine. I get it. I'm exhausted too. And I wasn't the one carrying myself and the gear."

With a sharp flick of her wrist, she pulled the water from their bodies, then bent the falling rain outward to create a dry bubble around them.

"One hour," she muttered into the dark. "We stop, it eases up, we go again."

The ostrich-horse simply lowered its head to enjoy the vegetation. Korra swung down, her boots squelching in the mud, and tied the reins around a low branch.

 

"Okay, up. Let's go, girl.”

The rain hadn't let up in the slightest. The ostrich-horse gave another reluctant neigh as Korra remounted, but obeyed when she urged it forward.

"Good girl," Korra murmured. She kept the pace agonizingly slow this time. Between the pitch-black woods and the curtains of rain, she was lucky to see more than a few paces ahead.

Then she saw it, that cracked boulder, probably made at some point by an earthbender. A few meters later was the same lightning-struck tree she'd passed twice before.

She was going in circles.

Korra yanked the reins. She stared at the empty, muddy path, grinding her teeth.

This is pointless, she finally decided. I need to trace it back again. To where we split up.

It took her twenty miserable minutes to find where the fight had taken place. Even in the dark it couldn't be missed, and the skeletal remains of the waterbent trees made her stomach twist. It was a scar in the forest, and also, a very vivid reminder of what she was trying not to think about.

Still, she began scanning the area for any path she might have missed, when something in the distance caught her eye.

Deep in the forest, a pale, pearly light, sitting low between the trees like the moon settled inside the forest.

That's got to be something.

"Come on!”

The vegetation grew wilder the more she pushed. Branches were low enough to snag her clothes, and eventually she had no choice but to tie the ostrich-horse and continue on foot.

She finally broke into a clearing.

In the center of it stood the source of the light. It was a pale dome, its surface catching the moonlight and refracting it into something absolutely beautiful. Korra approached until she stood directly before the wall of light, then reached out a cautious hand.

Her fingers passed straight through.

Because it was just water.

She tilted her head back, following its arc. The rain was feeding it, sustaining the entire structure from above.

Korra bent an opening and stepped inside. The sound of the rain and wind cut off immediately.

In the center of the clearing lay a figure, curled tightly on the ground, one arm folded beneath his head. Her breath caught. She closed the distance fast, heart loud in her ears - 

But when Korra finally stood over over the man she'd been searching for all day, she saw that he was merely asleep. Dead to the world.

She so rarely saw him like this, as he was such a light sleeper, and was always awake long before she was. But here he was, completely unconscious on the freezing ground, his face so boyish and innocent, as if he couldn't harm a mosquito-fly.

What a joke.

How dare he sleep like a man without a single thing on his conscience, not even ten minutes away from where he’d left, while she'd been soaking herself to the bone for hours?

How dare he bend the water around him so naturally, so effortlessly, while being asleep? He was the last person in the four nations to deserve that ridiculous amount of control over his element.

She raised her hands and pushed, slowly overcoming his unconscious hold on the water, until the whole structure came crashing down on them both.

 

~*~*~

 

For the first few hours, there was nothing. Just a hollow silence.

His mind was unable to cope with what had just happened, unable to form a single coherent thought.

At some point he began to pace, back and forth through the same small stretch of undergrowth until his boots wore a muddy trench into it.

When the numbness finally cracked, the thoughts came through.

A catastrophic miscalculation.

He had been so certain that her desperation to recover her bending would anchor her. That her fury had a ceiling built on practicality.

He had underestimated her. Again.

Why had he even cared about those nameless villagers? Their suffering would persist regardless. His years in the Earth Kingdom had taught him that clearly enough: oust one gang, another fills the space within months. Whatever brief safety he'd bought them would never hold.

Would never be worth the price of losing her.

Go back. Find her. Apologize.

No.

He couldn't bear the thought of her looking at him that way again. The way she had looked at him last night.

 

The longer the shadows stretched across the dirt, the heavier the certainty became: this couldn't be undone.

He should have known. He should have realized when he had allowed himself to feel something shift toward her, the moment he had loosened his grip, this outcome had locked into place. It had never been a question of if. Only when.

Leaving her broken, hurt, screaming. Because of him.

Because that is my nature.

He was poison to anyone who stayed too close. She was simply the latest casualty in a long, unbroken line. The cruelest part was that she'd had to go through this twice.

A sharp ache in his palms dragged him back to the present. His hands had curled into tight fists. He stared down at them, forced the fingers uncurled, and watched them snap shut again on their own.

The next thing he registered was his own ragged breathing. He was already moving. Muscle memory had hijacked him, driving his body through complex combinations with no memory of taking the stance. Strikes thrown at empty air. He let the forms pull him under, drilling movements he had perfected ten thousand times. He pushed harder, ignoring the warning protests of his recovering body. Lungs burning, cold sweat clinging to his skin, he dropped to the dirt and drove back up even as his arms shook.

He wanted the pain in his body to drown out everything else. He pushed until it nearly did.

It wasn't enough.

He collapsed to his hands and knees, breath rattling in his throat, sweat turning icy against his skin. Slowly, he sat back on his heels.

Without conscious direction, his right hand drifted up his torso. Two fingers found the precise cluster of nerve between the abdomen and chest. One exact strike. He knew the sensation intimately: the immediate, blinding white flare, followed by a long, grinding paralysis that would demand every scrap of his mind's attention to endure.

His thumb extended, bracing for the strike.

Pathetic, a cold voice sneered in the back of his mind. You can’t help but run away, can you?

His hand dropped. He forced himself upright on trembling legs and threw himself back into the forms. The precision was gone now, the forms ragged and graceless, his body too spent to do what he'd drilled into it over a decade. It didn't matter. He kept going.

It still didn't help.

Because when his mind finally emptied, she was what filled it.

Korra running with his mother, hand in hand, giving him back the last family he had left. Korra's fists clutching his shirt in the dark, her body shaking against his chest, her heat soaking through his clothes while he held her. Her hands at the Spirit Oasis, glowing with water, healing injuries he had quietly accepted as his permanent penance. The feel of her palm against his. The calluses. The way the moonlight had caught her eyes and stayed there.

His knees hit the dirt. He didn't try to get up. The tears came silently, violent enough to shake his shoulders, and for once, he did nothing to stop them.

 

Eventually, he forced his mind forward.

There was still the old purpose he could direct his life into.

The Earth Kingdom was vast and it had not changed. The same benders preying on the same weak targets, the same vacuums of power, the same endless cycle. He had been a terror back then. He would be a nightmare now. Armed with a decade of brutal experience and an ability he had only barely begun to tap in those early years.

If this was the shape of his life, he would never know the liberation he had foolishly started to hope for. He would never be freed of his own bending. It was a steep price, but he had paid worse.

His mother's face surfaced unbidden.

In a few years, with a sufficient disguise, he might risk visiting her. But the thought immediately soured. He could already picture her eyes, heavy with quiet disappointment when he confessed he had failed. Failed the mission. Failed Korra. He locked the thought away.

It would be a solitary existence. Colder, even, than the years behind the mask. He understood the difference now. For the first time in his adult life, he had tasted something real. Brief, ending the way it did, but real.

Eventually, rumors of his return would spread. The United Forces would mobilize to stop him. And perhaps the Avatar herself.

Let them try.

 

The cold arrived without him noticing it had been building. Darkness had settled sometime in the last hour, marking that nearly a full day since the battle. He hadn't slept in close to two days. Hadn't eaten since before the fight, and his body was reminding him of that now.

A sharp wind sliced through the clearing, raising goosebumps along his arms. He lay down and curled tight against the cold.

Somehow, he still fell asleep.

 

Until a massive wall of water crashed down on him.

He was on his feet before his eyes were fully open, coughing and gasping. Every drop of water within reach rose off the ground, weaponized and ready to strike.

Then he saw her.

His bending collapsed. The water fell in a heavy, deafening crash around their feet.

"Korra...?"

Her name escaped him as a ragged breath.

She was drenched. Her hair was plastered flat against her cheeks and forehead, her clothes heavy and dark with mud to the knees. Yet, she was here.

But she wasn't looking at him. Her jaw was locked tight, her eyes fixed on the dark trees past his shoulder.

"I didn't come here to say I forgive you."

Her voice was low. The usual explosive heat was gone, but he could feel the effort it cost her.

"And before you think it - I'm not here because you're still the only chance to get my bending."

He exhaled slowly, letting his hands fall to his sides.

"I'm here because I need you to understand what you did to me last night," she said in a tone that was still too deliberate. "Because you clearly didn't get it when you went full Amon on those people."

Rain fell steadily around them. Her breathing had gone shallow, each exhale catching slightly as a tremor went through her lips.

"I was right there," she whispered, the control finally cracking. "I was right there in front of you. Begging you to stop. Did you even notice? I was begging you, and you didn't look at me once. You just kept going."

She finally met his eyes. There was no fury in hers, only a raw, open anguish that made his chest physically ache. He forced himself to hold her gaze, taking the blow because it was the only thing he could offer.

"Do you have any idea what you made me watch?" she demanded. "Do you even understand what that felt like?"

A cold gust of wind swept through the clearing.

"Yes," he rasped.

Her breath hitched. Pain flashed across her features. "And you did it anyway.”

He had no answer for that. There was no answer that wasn't simply: yes.

She turned back to the treeline, her jaw tight, her fists clenching and unclenching at her sides

"The thing is," she muttered after a long minute, "I don't know what to think about what you did to those thugs. I still think it was execution without trial." A low growl entered her tone. "...But today, I also saw how relieved those villagers were."

Noatak's eyes widened, caught completely off guard.

"But I'm still angry," she pivoted sharply, her voice wavering again. "Because of how you hurt me. Maybe because I'm selfish, I don't care. The point is, I gave you my trust. I wanted to believe you would never do something like that to me again. I genuinely believed you were trying to be a different person. And then you threw all of it right back in my face."

She was pinning him with those hard, striking blue eyes.

"How did you expect me to feel when you repeated the worst experience of my life, with me lying right there screaming you to stop?"

This time, his gaze dropped to the ground. He couldn't hold hers anymore.

"The least you could have done was tell me!" she pressed, desperation bleeding into her words. "Tell me who that woman was. What she did."

The rain filled the silence. He forced his eyes up.

"You would have refused regardless," he said quietly.

"So what!? You have to stop thinking you always know better than everyone else!" The last of her control shattered, leaving something raw and bleeding in its place. "Yes, I would have refused! But I wouldn't feel anywhere near as betrayed right now, because at least you would have treated me like an equal!"

The words struck him squarely in the chest.

"I'm sorry," he whispered.

It was utterly inadequate, and they both knew it.

"You've said that before," she said bitterly. Her eyes were bright and wet, and he knew it wasn't just the rain. "How am I supposed to believe you actually mean it? How do I know you won't do this again, next time to someone I actually care about?"

He stood in the freezing downpour, letting the absolute weight of her question settle deep into his bones.

Slowly, deliberately, he closed half the distance between them. A tight knot in his chest loosened when she didn't step back.

"I will not use it as a weapon anymore," he said, forcing his voice to find its steady, gravelly timbre. "Never against innocents. Never against anyone close to you." He held her gaze. "I cannot swear I will never be pushed to a wall. But I swear to you that if there is any other path - any path at all - I will find it first. You have my word."

She stared up at him, the rain still washing down her face. "You still think you were right last night. So why would you give that up? How can I trust you?"

Noatak looked away, staring out into the impenetrable black of the forest. His jaw tightened.

Eventually, a heavy sigh slipped through his teeth, and the rigid line of his shoulders finally dropped.

"A while back, you asked me what motivated me to help you."

Korra’s brow furrowed, the hostility momentarily replaced with confusion.

"I didn't answer," he continued, his voice barely audible over the downpour. "Because I was grappling with the question myself. And I was terrified of what the truthful answer implied."

He let the silence hang for a moment, the rain filling the silence between them.

"When I agreed to this journey, I had a clear purpose. You were a means to an end - a path to my own freedom, nothing more. I held onto that logic for as long as I could." His voice dropped to a rough murmur. "It stopped being true long before I was willing to admit it."

He squeezed his eyes shut for a second before finally forcing them back to hers.

"Even while restoring your waterbending, I gave myself surface reasons for why I did it," he admitted, the words hollow. "Deep down, I knew I was lying to myself."

Her breath hitched. "Then why?"

Noatak’s frame went rigid, his jaw locking as if he were bracing for a physical strike.

Then, he exhaled a long, shaky breath that drained the last of the stiffness from his spine, and he simply stopped fighting it.

"Because I don't want you to be miserable anymore." The words tore their way out of his throat, unpolished and painfully honest. "Because I want you to heal. I want to know that when this is over, you will go and live your life."

A single tear slipped down his cheek, instantly masked by the rain, but the break in his voice gave him away. "And I've come to believe that when you do... you're going to become something this world desperately needs."

Korra just stared away. Her lips parted slightly, but no sound came out. Her brows drew together in total, stunned disbelief.

"Amon," she breathed, shaking her head slowly. "You are completely out of your mind."

A ghost of a smile touched his lips before he could stop it. "You may be right about that... Avatar."

Her gaze snapped back to him. The old, familiar amusement flickered in her eyes, bringing him a sudden rush of relief, until a heavier, far more dangerous sensation swallowed it whole.

His pulse hammered against his ribs.

And then he felt it. Beneath the heavy drumming of the rain, the frantic, erratic rhythm of her heart.

Their eyes remained locked, and he looked at her, really looked, the way he had been disciplining himself not to. He tracked a single raindrop falling over the curve of her jaw, registering the breathless parting of her lips, the dilated darkness of her pupils.

She wasn't pulling away.

She was soaked through and furious and yet she had come all this way through the rain to seek him out, and she was still here, not running away.

At that very moment, Noatak realized something that almost frightened him. He finally admitted to himself, just how much he wanted to close the remaining distance.

And that was exactly what stopped him.

Because the best thing he could ever do for her was to stay exactly where he was. He knew what he was. He knew there was no version of this that didn't end in ruin. He had already broken her once. He would likely do it again.

Taking that step back felt like hollowing out something inside him.

He stood there for several seconds, dragging his expression back into neutrality before he dared to look at her again.

"I’m still willing to finish this journey," he said, his voice regaining its steadiness. "If you are. You don't have to decide now. Sleep on it. I'll be here in the morning."

She watched him for a long, heavy moment.

"I don't think I need to sleep on it," she said finally. "But Noatak, don't make me regret this. Promise me."

There was no hesitation. He would never cause her pain like this again.

"I promise, Korra."

The rain had eased to a drizzle. An awkward, lingering silence settled over the muddy clearing. Neither knew quite how to navigate the sudden drop back to reality.

Noatak cleared his throat. "We should plan our next steps. We'll need money, so I suggest finding temporary work in Omashu and waiting the month for the next full moon."

Korra’s mouth twitched, a glimmer of her old, teasing fire flickering back into her eyes. "You're always so pessimistic. We don't need to wait a month."

"Korra, the full moon is in five days, and we're-"

"The villagers were grateful," she interrupted, tilting her head toward the trees. "Grateful enough to give us a parting gift."

She turned and pushed through the brush, and Noatak followed her out of the clearing. After a few minutes of walking, she stopped.

Tied to a low pine's branch, chewing miserably on a wet fern, was an ostrich-horse.

As Noatak stared blankly at the beast, Korra crouched beside a familiar lump in the mud, his abandoned pack. She yanked out a thick wool upper garment and chucked it at him without looking.

"You've been out here in the cold for a full day. Put that on."

He caught it against his chest.

She turned her back to him, sweeping a hand over the ground to pull the moisture from the dirt before unrolling two sleeping bags. She glared up at the dripping canopy.

"Unlike some people," she said, punching her bedroll into shape, "I haven't slept yet. So forgive me if I'm not up for chatting." Korra dropped onto the mat, pulling her knees to her chest. She shot him a sideways look. "Also, since it's still raining... it would be great if you could make another water dome."

Noatak blinked, the shirt still clutched in his hand. "Water dome?"

Korra let out a long, heavy sigh.

"I really do hate you sometimes."
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34. The Cave of Two Lovers


    
    "I think it's really here."

Noatak turned, following Korra's pointing finger. Carved into the rock face was an old inscription, the characters worn down by centuries of wind and rain. The script was archaic, but he could make out its meaning.

 

The Cave of Two Lovers.

 

Below the inscription lay an entrance that looked to have been sealed by a rockslide decades ago, with only a narrow fissure at the top, just wide enough for a person to squeeze through.

He glanced at Korra. She was staring at the crack in the stone. Her face had paled, and Noatak could feel the sudden, erratic spike in her heartbeat.

"Korra."

She inhaled sharply as he placed his hand over hers. When she looked up, her bright turquoise eyes were wide and alarmed.

Noatak gave her hand a firm, grounding squeeze. "It will be okay."

Given what had passed between them these last few days, he briefly wondered if the gesture crossed a line. But to his profound relief, the familiar one-sided smile he had come to rely on slowly returned to her face. She nodded, her gaze shifting back to the crack.

"Let's do it."

As they climbed over the scattered boulders, the last fading rays of the sun warming their backs, Noatak's thoughts began to race.

They were better prepared this time. They succeeded once, and he understood the mechanics of restoring her bending. But a quiet dread had taken root in his chest, one he couldn't bring himself to share with her.

Back on Air Temple Island, Korra had explained that restoring her bending required him to find a personal connection to the specific element. Unlocking her water had worked because, beneath the years of denial, he was still a waterbender to the core. Although Korra suggested the reason was different, and had to do with the reunion with his mother.

Earth, however, was an entirely different problem.

It was the most undefined aspect of this mission, and despite meditating on it for days, Noatak couldn't find a single trace of this element within himself.

 

~*~*~

Three days earlier

Noatak returned to camp, his skin cooling after a solitary morning workout. He’d spotted a stream nearby, clear enough for a wash, and was sorting through his pack for fresh clothes when the soft rustle of a sleeping bag broke the silence.

Korra began to stir, then her eyes fluttered open, blinking against the light, before fixing on him. Slowly, her drowsy expression hardened into a groggy glare.

"Why didn’t you wake me?" she croaked, her voice thick with sleep.

"I assumed you needed the rest," he replied, pulling a folded shirt from his bag. After the heavy tension of their reunion two days ago, he hadn't wanted to crowd her. He needed to be certain they were standing on solid ground before resuming their usual routine.

"Well, I didn't. You could've just asked instead of deciding for me," she grumbled, sitting up and keeping the sleeping bag pooled around her waist. "If I was too tired, I would've just told you and gone back to sleep."

His hands stilled over his open pack. "I… suppose you’re right."

"Never thought I'd hear you admit that." The words came out strained as she stretched her arms high above her head, ending in a wide yawn. Shaking off the last of her sleep, her energy suddenly spiked. "Well, no time like the present, right?"

She got to her feet while kicking her sleeping bag aside, then casually pulled the thick wool tunic over her head. For a brief second, the movement exposed the toned muscles of her abdomen before she smoothed her usual tank top over her torso.

Noatak blinked, then quickly dropped his gaze to the folded clothes in his hand. He stood up straight.

"Actually, I think it's best we pack up soon," he said.

"But we have an ostrich-horse now,” she argued. "We don't need to rush like we used to."

She wasn't wrong. He let out a quiet sigh, relenting. "Alright. But we still need to cover ground today. We will keep the session short."

A triumphant grin broke across her face. "Deal. And whatever we skip now, we can make up tonight. Since we're riding, my legs won't be dead by sundown."

"You're unusually enthusiastic about this," Noatak noted, pushing his clothes back into the pack except for a light shirt. He pulled it over his head and began rolling the sleeves to his elbows.

"You bet I am. I'm waiting for the day you finally admit I'm your best student."

He focused on the fold of his sleeve, hiding a faint smile. He wasn't going to inflate her ego by saying it out loud, but she wasn't far off. When he glanced back up, however, he caught her watching him with a peculiar expression.

He paused, his hands dropping slowly to his sides. "Is something wrong?"

"What? No." She snapped her gaze away, seemingly fascinated by a nearby shrub. "Just... you know. You didn't have to put that on right away. If you're still... hot."

A sudden, heavy beat of silence dropped between them.

"From the morning training!" she added, entirely too fast.

Noatak stared at her. He opened his mouth to point out the mountain morning chill, but the words died in his throat. He registered the frantic spike in her pulse, the way her gaze refused to meet his, and the exact, awkward phrasing of her stumble.

The implication landed. For a long, stunned second, his mind simply stopped.

"It's... fine," he finally managed.

"Right. Yeah, obviously." A furious pink rapidly climbed her neck and flooded her cheeks. She scrambled to her feet, grabbing her boots like they were a lifeline. "I just meant– whatever! Spirits, don't look at me like that, I was just making a completely objective observation!"

 

"I got you! I actually hit you!"

Noatak stumbled half a step back, his hand coming up to rub the hit on his shoulder. He had let his focus slip, a dangerous habit that had been quietly plaguing him since their sessions began. Not that it had cost him anything, until now.

Korra bounced lightly on the balls of her feet, her fists raised in a sloppy but energetic guard. "What's the matter?" she taunted, a wide grin on her face. "Can't handle the Avatar getting the better of you?"

He stared at her, taking in the sheer audacity of that grin as he let the surprise of the impact settle.

Noatak dropped his hands to his sides, his entire posture shifting into something almost lazy. A faint smirk touched the corner of his mouth.

"You capitalized on an opening," he noted, his voice dropping into a smooth, dangerous timbre. "But the curriculum has just been updated."

Her gloating vanished a millisecond before he closed the distance.

"Hey, wait–  you said defense only!" she yelped, barely bringing her forearm up in time to parry the rapid, driving jab he aimed at her ribs.

Noatak didn't give her room to breathe, driving her back with a flurry of precise strikes. Korra ducked and weaved, her raw combat instincts taking over. With a bark of exhilarated laughter, she planted her front foot, twisted her hips, and launched a sweeping roundhouse kick toward his midsection.

It was a brawler’s strike, heavy enough to break ribs. Despite the hours they’d spent on precision, it seemed she had defaulted back to raw instinct the second the pressure spiked.

He could have easily stepped inside her guard to neutralize the power. Instead, Noatak pushed off his back foot and executed a fluid, backward aerial over her sweeping leg.

He landed silently behind her, the grass barely rustling under his boots.

Korra’s eyes widened as her heavy momentum carried her kick through empty air. Before she could even begin to recover her balance, Noatak’s foot hooked sharply behind her planted ankle. With a yelp, her center of gravity vanished, and she pitched backward.

At the last fraction of a second, he wrapped an arm firmly around her waist and lowered her safely to the grass.

He then collapsed onto his back beside her and let out a heavy breath.

"Wow... you are such a jerk," Korra laughed, rolling onto her side. She drove a playful, but still painfully solid punch into his already sore shoulder. "Happy now?"

He winced, but as he turned his head to look at her, a rare, genuine smile broke through his composure.

She smiled back. The teasing faded, and their gaze caught, lingering for several beats. Too long.

Noatak forced his eyes away from her, fixing them on the cloudless sky. The sun was high enough now to warm the earth and dry the sweat on his skin. Every logical instinct told him they should be moving, making use of the light. But he found himself wanting to steal just a few more minutes of this. The smell of the grass. The crisp breeze. Korra’s presence by his side. He let his eyes close.

The rustle of the grass pulled him back. Noatak opened his eyes to find Korra propped up on her elbows, looking down at him. The playful energy was gone. Her brow was furrowed, and her heartbeat picked up a nervous rhythm.

"Noatak... what if we fail this time too?"

"With the bending restoration?"

She nodded, chewing her lower lip. "Last time was a total disaster until we finally figured it out."

He considered it. "The circumstances were different. We have a baseline now. We know what to anticipate."

"Since when are you the optimist?" she asked, a skeptical eyebrow rising. "Besides, last time we didn't know we'd have to literally track down your mother to make it work. What if earth requires some huge revelation like that?"

"If it does, I will stay until we find it," he promised softly. "But let's not plan for failure.”

After a short pause, he added, “We will need, however, to figure out what kind of spiritual connection earth requires. I'm not very familiar with the philosophy of earthbending, but I assume your masters taught it to you."

Korra frowned, picking a grass and twirling it between her fingers. "Wow, I actually forgot about that part," she admitted. "Let's see... earth is the element of substance. The people of the Earth Kingdom are proud and strong. They confront their problems head-on. They don't cower or avoid." She blew a stray lock of dark hair out of her face with a heavy sigh. "My master used to yell that at me every time I complained about waking up so early. Basically, to bend earth, you have to be decisive. You have to be completely stable."

Stability. Facing problems head-on.

If there was a philosophical concept further from his own reality, he didn't know it.

How could a man who had spent his entire adult life fleeing his own identity, a man who had nearly forgotten the sound of his given name, possess anything resembling stability?

Everything he had ever built, every place he had ever claimed to belong since leaving the North Pole, had eventually crumbled to nothing.

He stared blankly at the clear sky, the warmth of the sun suddenly feeling very far away.

“Are you okay?"

He blinked, pulling his focus back to Korra’s concerned expression hovering over him. The sudden tension must have leaked onto his face, or she was simply becoming too adept at reading him.

He sat up slowly, brushing the loose dirt from his palms.

"Yes. I'll just... need to think on that," he said. "Perhaps meditate."

"Good idea. Thank you," she smiled softly. "Well, since you aren't saying it, I will. It's time to get up."

She scrambled to her feet, silhouetted against the bright morning sun, and extended a hand toward him.

"Right."

Noatak reached up and gripped her palm. She hauled him upward, but as he found his footing, the expected release didn't happen. Her hand remained locked in his.

Korra wouldn't look at him. Her gaze was fixed somewhere near his collarbone, but her thumb began to move, tracing the line of his knuckles in slow, deliberate circles.

Finally, she tilted her head up. The anxiety in her eyes was warring with a glint of that stubborn, reckless fire he had come to know too well. Her grip suddenly tightened, her fingers digging into the back of his hand until it bordered on painful.

Noatak looked down at her, his pulse thudding a heavy, uneven rhythm in his throat. He’d felt this pressure building since their reunion, knew this was an inevitability simply waiting for a crack. He just hadn't expected it to surface so soon.

"Noatak…" His name was a soft, barely audible breath. "I..."

She hesitated, her chest rising and falling. Then, drawing a sharp breath, she stepped into his space, rising onto her toes until her chin was lifted toward his.

He didn't move. Every instinct he possessed pulled toward her, to close the distance, to stop fighting.

But the realization from that rain-soaked clearing was still fresh In his mind. He knew what giving in would cost her.

He lifted his hand, placing it firmly against her shoulder, stopping her advance.

The light in her eyes didn't just fade, it shattered. The hurt was so raw and immediate that Noatak felt a jolt of pain deep in his own gut.

"Why?" she asked, her voice small and fragile. "Is it just me…?"

"You can't do this," he said in a hollow voice. "It will only hurt you."

He couldn't look at her anymore. He let his hand drop from her shoulder and took a step back. The silence that followed was heavy and suffocating.

"Are you making decisions for me?"

Her voice had changed. The fragility was gone, replaced by a low anger. He remained silent, his jaw tight.

"What is it then? Do you feel nothing? Or are you simply too scared?" She stepped toward him again, her hands curling into fists. "Tell me!"

Noatak’s gaze snapped back to hers. The sheer, dangerous naivety of her stance sent a spark of frustration through his own carefully guarded resolve.

"You might want it now," he began. "But this will never end well, and you know it. Who in their right mind willingly walks into an abyss?"

"What abyss? Are you serious?" she yelled, throwing her hands up. "Who thinks that far into the future? We'll face problems as they come! This isn't some spirit-damned strategy!"

"Stop it, Korra."

She pinned him with a final, searing glare. "I'm going to wash up," she muttered.

~*~*~

 

The moment they stepped away from the cave's narrow entrance, a near total darkness swallowed them. Noatak sparked a flame and lit their first torch.

The day prior, the locals in the nearby village had vehemently tried to talk them out of coming here. They warned that finding an exit was nearly impossible, that dangerous badgermoles were roaming its tunnels, but the most unsettling detail, and one they hadn't known beforehand, was that the tunnels constantly shifted. Mapping their progress was entirely useless.

It seemed like the place was avoided by anyone with a shred of self-preservation. For them, however, turning back wasn't an option.

Watching the torchlight flicker against the damp stone, Noatak felt a cold, familiar weight settle in his stomach. Despite his reassuring words to Korra, he wasn't convinced of his own success.

But as he looked at her, his personal doubts became secondary. He would find a way, he would try, because she depended on it. There was no other path.

With the torch held high, casting long, flickering shadows against the stone, the two stepped together deeper into the darkness.
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35. Trapped


    
    "I thought we would have found something by now," Korra murmured.

They had been navigating the tunnels for over an hour. Despite her efforts to push it down, anxiety was steadily rising in her throat. She kept reminding herself of Noatak’s assurance that he wouldn’t leave even if they failed today. That they would simply wait together for the next full moon.

But maybe he had changed his mind. Maybe she had ruined it that horrible morning when she’d stupidly tried that advance on him.

She snapped her gaze away from his shoulders, a hot flush of embarrassment rising to her cheeks. The memory still made her want to firebend something to a crisp, which she obviously still couldn’t do.

"Remember when Katara said something about badgermoles being the original earthbenders?” she asked suddenly, desperate to distract herself. “Do you think we actually need to find one? Last time, you said you had this weird connection with the Moon Spirit. Maybe it's like that?"

"We're talking about gigantic, aggressive beasts. I doubt it will be the same." Noatak brought his torch closer, the flame casting a warm, flickering light across his face. "And I’m afraid this torch is dwindling as quickly as the first."

Korra swallowed. It was their second torch already, despite the seller’s guarantee that each would last for hours.

Silence fell between them again. For a long stretch, the only sound was the hollow echo of their footsteps resonating off the cave walls.

"Did Katara mention anything else about this cave system?" Noatak asked eventually. "She implied she had been here before."

Yes.

Yes she did.

Korra stopped dead. She squeezed her eyes shut, a groan of pure frustration escaping her lips.

"Korra?"

"I can't believe I forgot," she muttered. "Music. She told me badgermoles can be tamed by music. We could have just bought a flute or something and walked right up to them without any risk."

Noatak’s slight frown did not go unnoticed, intensifying the heavy unease settling in Korra's stomach.

 

Another half hour dragged by before Noatak came to a sudden stop.

His free hand flew up to stop her. Korra’s gaze snapped to him in alarm, watching his eyes slip closed as he sank into deep concentration. She had learned by now that he was sensing something she couldn’t, mapping living beings through the pulse of blood.

"There are definitely large animals roaming around here," he said, opening his eyes. "But this one appears to be moving away from us."

Korra let out a shaky sigh, unaware she had been holding her breath.

 

"What if just being here is enough?" she asked, the desperation leaking into her voice. "Maybe we can try it now, and it will work? And then I can just earthbend us out of here."

Noatak eyed her briefly. She knew he didn’t believe it would work just like that, and to be honest, neither did she. But hours had passed, and their torches were consumed one after the other.

"When I witnessed the Moon Spirit, the sensation... it was unlike anything I’ve ever felt before," he said softly. "Once we find it, we'll know."

Once, not if, she repeated to herself. He hasn't lost hope. I shouldn't either.

 

Noatak stopped again. This time, Korra didn't need him to tell her why. A deep, heavy rumble began to vibrate through the soles of her boots.

An ominous cracking sound snapped from the rock wall beside her. Korra stared numbly at the fissures spider webbing through the solid stone, until a sudden yell shattered her paralysis.

"Korra! Move back!"

The warning barely registered before his body slammed into hers. Noatak’s hand clamped hard onto her shoulder, his weight driving her violently backward while he stayed directly between her and the danger.

The wall exploded. A deafening shower of heavy rock rained down, and Noatak was already hunching over her, caging her beneath his broader shoulders. He threw both arms up to shield their heads, the torch still clutched in his grip high. For a second, the only thing she could see was the flickering orange light reflecting off the swirling dust while every frantic breath pulled grit into her lungs.

A sharp, pained grunt came from above her as a violent jolt shuddered through Noatak's frame. The torch fell, hit the floor and vanished under a slab of stone.

Complete darkness swallowed them.

Korra cried out as her heel caught on the uneven ground, sending her crashing down. She stayed curled tightly, arms shielding her head while rocks of all sizes battered her. Warm liquid trickled down her temple, and a sharp, metallic taste flooded her mouth.

She’d come here to restore her connection to earth. The element she loved and mastered so well.

Instead, it was going to bury her alive.

A sudden, heavy warmth enveloped her back. The barrage of rocks ceased hitting her.

"I’m here, Korra.” Noatak’s raspy voice breathed directly against her ear. "Try not to move."

That voice. The very sound that used to trigger her deepest, most paralyzing terror, was now her only source of safety in the dark.

A rough palm brushed against her knuckles before sliding firmly against hers, his fingers slotting between her own.

The cascade of rock gradually slowed, then stopped. Korra almost let out a sigh of relief, but Noatak remained entirely tense over her, his body locked rigidly in its protective stance.

A second later, she understood why.

A thick, rumbling growl ground through the earth, the vibration rattling into her bones.

And that thing could see through the earth. By staying perfectly still, they were practically invisible to it. Korra finally understood why Noatak had warned her not to move.

She held her breath, feeling Noatak do the same. Her hand clutched his tightly, maybe too tightly, because she heard a faint, sharp inhale above her, but he never let go.

Time seemed to stand still. The badgermole's growling breaths echoed through the tunnel, seeming to come from everywhere at once. Korra could only speculate how close it actually was in the blinding dark.

Suddenly, the ground lurched. Something solid, fleshy, and heavy struck them hard.

The warmth enveloping her was violently ripped away.

"Noa-!"

A deafening roar erupted as the ceiling began crashing down, creating a massive avalanche of stone. Korra heard a sudden, raw yell of pain from within the darkness, causing her insides to coil with fear. She had never heard Noatak make a sound like that.

Acting on pure, desperate instinct, Korra leaped to her feet. She struck the air blindly, unleashing a massive blast of wind in the direction of his voice, praying it would push him to safety. In the same motion, she summoned an air sphere around herself, deflecting the massive blocks of earth that would have otherwise crushed her.

Eventually, the cave fell still. Her bending sputtered out, the adrenaline crashing until her knees gave way and she collapsed into the dust.

The silence was eerie.

"Noatak...?"

Her voice echoed weakly in the void.

She forced herself to sit up, her chest heaving as she shouted as loudly as she could. "Noatak!"

There was nothing. Not a single rustle of movement.

"Spirits..." she gasped, her whole body beginning to shake.

Was her blast quick enough? What if the ceiling caught him? What if he...

Her breathing turned shallow and frantic, every inhale pulling sharp dust into her lungs. He was injured, or worse, and she was trapped in a pitch-black tomb with absolutely no way to reach him.

It really seemed like the end.

She trembled uncontrollably, squeezing her eyes shut to hold back a hot wave of tears.

But then, something very odd happened.

Korra's right hand curled into a fist entirely on its own, then instantly relaxed.

She gasped, her eyes flying open to the dark. She hadn't done that.

Was she losing control of her own body?

It happened again. Her hand, resting limply on her lap, was forcefully clenched and unclenched by an invisible pull.

The physical sensation... it felt deeply, horribly familiar. The cold, violating grip seizing her veins, bypassing her brain to control her muscles. The emotion that accompanied it was a spike of pure terror.

Goosebumps erupted all over her skin as the tangible memory locked into place. It was exactly like... Amon's bloodbending.

Yet, against all odds, a staggering wave of relief surged through her, triggered by the very thing that had been the most traumatizing experience of her life. Noatak was okay. Or at least he was alive. He was trapped out there, and she couldn’t even hear him, but he could feel her.

Korra swallowed the dust in her throat and found the strength to slowly, painfully stand. Her body ached, but nothing felt broken.

Deliberately, she clenched her hand into a fist herself.

A second later, her hand was squeezed back on its own accord.

She brought her hand to her chest as a faint sob escaped her lips. He was not by her side, but he could still hold her hand, harnessing the most cruel form of bending in an unbelievably gentle and reassuring way.

I will get out of here.

We will get out of here.

We will get out of here.

Surrounded by pitch darkness, she kept repeating the mantra in her head, gathering the necessary strength to help herself, and to find Noatak.
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    Korra blinked into nothing. She turned her head slowly, searching for any sliver of light, any difference between open air and solid rock.

There wasn't one.

She extended both arms in front of her and took a careful step, then another. The ground was uneven. On the third step her ankle rolled and she went down hard. But her hands sank into something soft instead of stone.

Fabric.

She ran her fingers over it, tracing straps and buckles. A backpack. But hers was still on her back, which meant...

Noatak's.

It must have been knocked loose in the chaos with the badgermole's strike and the ceiling coming down, those flashes of moments she could barely reconstruct in the right order.

Or maybe... he'd somehow thrown it, left it on purpose?

Why?

Korra’s probing hands found a tear in the fabric, and felt around until her fingers closed around a long object. A torch.

"Alright," she breathed. "Alright."

Feeling deeper into the pack, she found a second torch, and the box of matches. Her hands wouldn't stop shaking, and it took five tries to light one.

When the flame finally caught, she almost sobbed at the sight of it.

The cave around her looked nothing like it had before. The collapsed ceiling she'd held up with her airbending had become a dome-like structure above her head, made of fallen rocks and boulders. On one side, a solid mass of earth had blocked the tunnel completely. Was it the badgermole's earthbending? That explained why Noatak hadn't answered her calls. He couldn't have heard her through that.

She moved the torch slowly along the perimeter of her rocky cage, until she found it - what could be part of the original cave wall, unburied, disappearing behind a heap of fallen rock. There was a tunnel continuing somewhere beyond it. Hopefully.

Her way out.

Korra set the torch carefully between rocks, planted her feet, and hit the rubble with a concentrated blast of air.

Rocks exploded outward into the tunnel beyond. The opening wasn't wide, but it was there, and she was already drawing breath for a second blast when a grinding shift ran through the unstable ceiling above her. She looked up.

Shit.

Korra threw her arms up and spun the air outward in pure panic, pushing back against whatever was about to come down and holding the frail structure in place.

She knew couldn't blast through and hold the ceiling at the same time, she wasn't skilled enough in airbending for both. But if she was quick, she could buy herself enough time.

Making a split-second choice, Korra dropped her hold on the shield. She blasted the opening with everything she had, snatched Noatak's pack and torch from the dirt, and ran.

She dove through the now wider gap just as the dome behind her came down with a deafening crash. Dust followed by rocks roared through the opening as she stumbled into the new tunnel. She fell to her knees, the pack and the torch clutched in her hands like lifelines.

For a moment she just knelt there, shaking.

Then she let out a long, unsteady breath.

"Tenzin," she said, a shaky laugh escaping with it. "You'd actually be proud of how much I'm airbending now."

She raised the torch, and it revealed a new tunnel stretching into the dark. Sighing in relief, she opened Noatak's pack, pulled out the second torch and the box of matches, and shoved them into her own pack.

She stood, ignoring her bruised legs. But as she turned toward the tunnel's mouth, her gaze returned to Noatak’s dusty backpack resting in the dirt. Her jaw set.

Turning back, Korra freed one shoulder from the strap of her own pack, hoisted his pack, and slung it over her shoulder.

It was heavy. It would slow her down, but he would need it, and she was going to find him.

 

The maze felt endless, just as before. But now, she was all alone.

As Korra trudged through the tunnels, her heart jumping at every sound that might be another badgermole, she tried not to let her hope fail. And because there was nothing else to do while walking through a pitch-black cave with two heavy backpacks and a torch counting down to nothing, her brain decided this was an excellent time to revisit the moment she'd made a complete fool of herself.

She remembered how she'd asked him outright if he felt anything for her. She'd asked, and he hadn't given her a straight answer. He'd just pushed her away.

For days, she had kicked herself, convinced she had completely misread the situation. Seeing what she wanted to see in someone who simply wasn't built that way.

Except.

Except she was currently carrying his backpack on her shoulder, and maybe he had left it to her in the dark so she would have light. And before that, he'd held her hand in the dust as rocks fell over them. And before that, he'd slammed his entire body between her and an exploding wall.

The man who had promised to destroy her. Who had destroyed her, and pushed her right to the brink of her own end.

Now he would risk his own life, without the slightest hesitation, to protect hers.

Korra drew a shuddering breath.

He had given an answer. He'd just given it with his body, not his mouth. Apparently, that was simpler for him than just saying it.

The genius mastermind. The man who'd run a secret revolution for years, who'd outmaneuvered every powerful person in the city, who brought it to its knees.

Who couldn't string together a single honest sentence when it actually mattered.

She let out a short, humorless laugh that echoed back at her from the cave walls.

Fine. If he wanted to be an idiot about it, that was his business. But if she made it out of here and found him in one piece, she was going to say it all to his face, slowly, clearly, in small words, until it got through that thick skull of his.

And if he still didn't listen, if he was still determined to be so stubborn…

Then she was going to start throwing things.

 

The first torch burned out fast.

Korra switched to the second without letting herself think about what came after, and kept walking.

Eventually, the second torch burned out too.

She stood very still, listening to the sound of her own breathing. In her hand, the last flame of the torch shrank to the last ember.

I'm sorry, she thought of him, at him. I'm so sorry. I’ve doomed us both. 

Slowly, she slid down the cave wall until she was sitting on the ground. Her legs had given up. The backpacks were still on her shoulders and she couldn't quite make herself take them off.

The torch clattered to the ground. Korra pressed her face into her hands, feeling, rather than seeing, the darkness swallow her again.

But then, it didn't.

Slowly, she lifted her head, and was momentarily blinded by the sight.

Blue and brilliant light radiated from what seemed like hundreds of crystals embedded in the stone above her, stretching down the tunnel in both directions, illuminating the rock in colors she hadn't seen in hours.

She scrambled upright, craning her neck, genuinely baffled. The crystals went on as far as she could see in either direction, perfectly capable of lighting this whole tunnel the entire time she'd been fumbling around in the dark, burning through torches…

"Where were you?!" she shouted at the ceiling, her voice bouncing wildly off the walls. "Where were you this entire time?!"

But then a short, slightly hysterical laugh escaped her.

It isn’t over yet.

She picked a direction and ran.

Korra didn't know where the crystals came from, or where they led, but they were forming a clear, glowing path forward. She followed the river of blue light, ignoring the burning in her lungs or the weight on her shoulders pressed on an already bruised body.

Eventually, a long passage turned sharply into a vast chamber.

Korra pulled up short, chest heaving, staring at the space around her.

"Took you long enough."

She spun around.

Noatak was crossing toward her through the blue light, his clothing torn and dusty, a shallow cut along his jaw. He looked like he'd fought a mountain.

But otherwise fine.

He was almost smiling, and Korra stood there for one arrested second, not saying any of the things she'd rehearsed in the tunnels, not throwing anything. Just breathing.
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37. Earth


    
    "Are you real?" Her voice came out wobbly. "Or am I losing it down here?"

"You're not." Noatak crossed to her in a few strides. Up close, she could see the rips in his shirt, the dark bruising along his ribs, a gash at his shoulder still seeping through the dust-pale fabric, but he stood as tall as ever. He searched her face, and something shifted behind his eyes. "Korra, for a moment there..." He stopped. When he spoke again, the ever steady voice fractured. "I was terrified I might have lost you."

Her lips quivered.

The backpacks hit the stone floor before she'd consciously decided to drop them. She closed the remaining distance and threw her arms around him hard enough that he staggered back half a step, a sharp hiss through his teeth.

"Oh, Spirits, sorry-" She started to pull back.

His arms locked around her.

He hauled her against his chest, and for a second Korra went completely rigid, then let go. Her hands settled against his back with deliberate gentleness, and she let her full weight press into him. 

"I was scared I'd lost you too," she choked out.

His hand came up to cup her face, tilting her chin until she had to look at him. "I would have been gone, if not for you." His thumb traced a slow arc across her cheekbone. "Thank you for saving my life, Avatar Korra."

Once, that intense gaze had paralyzed her with fear. Now Korra found she simply couldn't look away. Heat rushed to her face, but she held his gaze.  "You saved mine first, so we're even," she said. "Besides, you know I enjoy throwing you around with my airbending."

A real laugh broke from his chest. Low, rich, bouncing off the ancient stone, and his eyes went wide for just a fraction of a second, as though it had caught him off guard as much as it caught her.

Korra went still. The sound faded, but she kept staring at him, thinking only about how much she wanted to hear it again.

But then his eyes shifted. His hand dropped from her face, and he took a half-step back, the line of his jaw tightening.

"I hope," he said, quieter now, "that I didn't frighten you. When we were separated." He paused. "I want you to know... I never intended to use it on you again."

He wasn't looking at her. And unless the blue light was playing tricks, his eyes had gone glassy. It took her a moment to understand what he meant.

Korra reached out and caught his hand. His knuckles were bruised, the skin freezing cold. "Noatak." She waited until his eyes came back to hers. "It's okay. It wasn't-" She searched for the right words. "It gave me strength. Knowing you were out there. That you could feel me."

His eyes closed. The breath he let out was slow and controlled, but she felt the tension leave his hand under hers.

Without another word, he pulled her back in, tucking her head under his chin. Beneath the sharp smell of dust and dried blood, there was just the scent of him, and the steady, heavy thud of his pulse against her ear made her go a little light-headed.

"And I'm sorry about the torches," he said quietly, his lips pressing softly against her temple. "I assume that what took you so long. The moment I was alone in the dark, the crystals lit up to guide me."

Korra shook her head. "The ceiling came down on me. I needed the torchlight to find a way out."

"I see." His nose pressed into her hair and took a deep breath. "I was so relieved when I felt you moving away from there."

They stayed like that, letting the moment drag on. Eventually, Korra felt the pressure of his arms ease. She lifted her head.

He was looking past her, his expression absent in that particular way of his. Not cold, just somewhere she couldn't follow. 

She cleared her throat. "So..." she started, "did the crystals actually lead me to you?"

He blinked, his focus returning to her. "Not exactly. They led us both here."

Here. She turned properly, finally taking in the chamber around her.

It was vast, larger than she'd registered in the first shock of finding him. The crystal light fell differently in this space, catching the surfaces of two stone structures at the center of the room. She took a few slow steps toward them.

Tombs.

Her eyes moved to the walls. Enormous figures had been carved into the rock on either side, a man and a woman, rendered in careful, loving detail. Between them, letters were cut into the stone in an older script, but legible:

Love is brightest in the dark.

"What is this place?" she breathed.

"The final resting place of the first two human earthbenders," Noatak's voice echoed softly behind her.

Korra spun back to look at him, her eyes wide. "Wait. So… this is it, right? This is what we've been looking for... all along?"

"I believe so." He nodded toward the base of the tombs. "If you want to know their story, it's there."

A chuckle escaped her. "Did you just sit here and read earthbending history while you waited for me?"

"I would have rather gone there to find you," he said quietly. “If I could.”

Korra crouched at the base of the nearest tomb, trailing her fingers over the sequence of sunken reliefs. She moved along the stone, reading the story aloud as she pieced the visual history together.

They met on top of the mountain that divided their two villages. The villages were enemies, so they could not be together. But their love was strong and they found a way.

The two lovers learned earthbending from the badgermoles. They became the first earthbenders. They built elaborate tunnels so they could meet in secret. Anyone who tried to follow them would be lost forever in the labyrinth.

But one day, the man didn't come. He died in the war between the two villages. Devastated, the woman unleashed a terrible display of her earthbending power. She could have destroyed them all. Instead, she declared the war over.

Both villages helped her build a new city, where they would live together in peace.

The woman's name was Oma and the man's name was Shu. The great city was named Omashu as a monument to their love.

Korra stood slowly. She looked over her shoulder, a small smile touching her lips. "See, Noatak? Bending doesn't always start wars. Sometimes it's what ends them."

He raised an eyebrow, a flicker of genuine amusement in his eyes, but he didn't argue.

"What do we do now?" she asked.

Silence stretched between them.

"I think," Noatak said, his voice dropping a register, "it is time to restore your earthbending."

Her heart jumped immediately. "You figured out how?"

"I believe so."

He moved toward her, unhurried, and her brain was still catching up - this is it, this is actually it. Korra took a full breath through her nose, and felt her eyes beginning to close in anticipation.

The last glimpse she caught was of his right hand rising toward her face, reaching her forehead.

But she felt his palm cup her jaw instead. The rough pad of his thumb brushed lightly over her lower lip.

Korra's eyes flew open. Noatak was looking down at her, his own eyes dark and heavy and slipping closed.

He leaned in. Slowly. Agonizingly slowly.

When his mouth finally met hers, it was barely there. A hesitant, questioning graze of warmth. Then he pulled back, just enough to see her face.

She could feel his breath against her mouth, not quite steady. His eyes searched hers with that same focused, unrelenting attention. He was asking. Without a single word, he was asking, one last time.

Korra looked back at him, the man who had upended her entire life, twice, and stopped thinking entirely.

She gripped his shoulders and pushed herself up onto her toes.

His lips were firm this time, and warm, and tasting faintly of dust. Then his hand slid into her hair and the careful restraint of a moment ago was simply gone.

All the hunger that had been building for days, maybe weeks, was channelled into this kiss, so hard that she staggered back and her shoulders slammed against the cave wall, a surprised grunt escaping her mouth. Her hands found their way to the sides of his face, fingers running over the roughness and urging him closer. He made a low sound against her mouth that she felt more than heard. The angle shifted, pressing deeper, and he kissed her the way he did everything, with his complete and total attention, except this time, there was no measure about it, nothing held back.

By the time he tore his mouth away, they were both breathing badly.

Korra became aware, gradually, of the stone wall against her shoulders, her own hands fisted in his dusty hair, the fact that her legs felt unreliable. Noatak was looking at her with an expression that was a little undone. A little stunned, like he hadn't quite expected it to be like that either.

Then he smiled. A real smile, the kind that brought out the deep dimples in both cheeks.

"I'm getting a little distracted," he said in a voice that was a bit hoarse, but she'd never heard it like that before. He sounded so... happy.

He pressed one short, deliberate kiss to her lips. Then his fingers brushed her hair back from her forehead, his thumb settled at the center of it, and his eyes closed.

For a moment, Korra watched his face shift into something serene and deeply focused. Until the familiar sensation hit, and her eyes closed involuntarily

It was that presence at the edges of her mind that didn't belong there. She knew this feeling. She had felt it before, in the worst moment of her life, and her body remembered it before her brain did.

But a split second later the rush hit her, the energy poured from his touch, mending chi paths, flooding the hollow, empty space in her chest that she had carried for months.

She felt herself become whole.

Korra became aware, without opening her eyes, that the stones around her were no longer just walls. She could feel them, not trapping her, but her extension.

Her eyes opened.

Noatak was watching her with careful anticipation, maybe waiting to see what she would do, what her face would tell him.

She didn't summon a boulder. She didn't drop into a stance. She reached up, grabbed his face in both hands, and kissed him again.

He froze for a fraction of a second before his arms banded around her waist, melting into the kiss. The frantic desperation was gone, replaced by something slow, deep, and thorough.

When she finally pulled back, her voice was a breathless whisper. "It worked. But I don't... I don't fully understand how."

He kept his eyes closed, his forehead resting against hers. "I realized something today," he murmured. "Earth requires stability. It demands that you stand your ground and refuse to run."

His chest expanded against hers in a slow, deliberate inhale. "I have spent my entire life running, Korra," he whispered. "From my name. From the ruins of what I built." He swallowed heavily, the movement tight in his throat. "From this." His hands tightened slightly at her sides.

When he finally opened his eyes, the intensity in them pinned her in place.

"But I found the one thing solid enough to make me want to stop,” he said. His eyes held hers, the crystals above reflected in them more brightly than before. "It's..." The word caught, then he exhaled slowly. "It's you. It has been you for some time."

Korra’s lungs stopped working.

"And I'm not going to keep pushing this away," he said, his breath against her lips. "I don't want to."

Korra didn't have anything that matched it. She wasn't sure anything would. So she closed the small distance between them and kissed him instead, and felt his sharp intake of breath against her lips. Surprised, still, even now.

His hands slid to the small of her back, pressing her against him, and Korra she had the distant, half-coherent thought, wondering if that was why he kept himself under such brutal control all the time. Because underneath it, he was simply this - consuming and relentless and devastatingly real.

"At this rate," she managed, between one kiss and another, "we're never leaving this cave."

A low sound vibrated in his chest, almost a laugh, and he didn't stop. "Perhaps it is best," he murmured against her mouth, "to continue somewhere else."

"Somewhere without badgermoles?"

"Preferably." He pulled back, the corner of his mouth ticking upward. "I cannot say for certain, but based on the legend, I believe the crystals might lead us to the surface."

Korra laughed. "Crystals? Who needs crystals? I'm an earthbender."

She took a sharp step back and dropped into a wide, grounded stance, then began raising her fists, ready to rip a platform straight out of the floor. But Noatak caught her wrist, gently pushing her arm down.

"Perhaps," he said, glancing at the ancient tombs, "we should not destroy a historical monument on our way out."

Korra blinked. "Right. Oops. Good call."

They scooped up their backpacks and walked out of the central chamber together. The second they crossed back into the tunnels, Korra didn't hesitate.

"Here we go!"

She stomped her boot into the bedrock. A massive slab of stone violently sheared away from the floor, throwing them both upward. Korra rode the earth with fierce, joyful aggression, trusting her gut and the hum of the stone to guide her through the labyrinth. When a dead-end blocked them, she didn't turn. She threw a devastating punch, shattering the barricade into dust and blasting them through to the next tunnel.

Eventually she aimed at a wall that didn't so much give way as open, and the platform burst through, suspended under the open sky and the full moon hanging low over the hillside.

Then her vision swam, and the rollercoaster of the last twenty-four hours slammed into her at once. Her grip on the earth vanished.

The platform dissolved mid-air.

With a yelp, Korra fell, crashing hard into the tall grass of the mountainside. A split second later, Noatak landed beside her with a heavy, breathless thud.

For a minute, Korra couldn't move. She lay in the grass, staring blindly at the full moon low in the sky. Her limbs felt impossibly heavy, her heart was hammering against her ribs, and a cold sweat broke out across her skin.

There was a frantic rustle of fabric. "Korra?"

Noatak was hovering over her, blocking out the moon. His breathing was ragged as he pressed a hand to her forehead, then her cheek.

"You are burning up," he said, his voice tight. "You were fine a moment ago. Did you hit your head?"

Seeing the unflappable Noatak completely undone over a fever pulled a weak smile to her lips. She reached up, her fingers wrapping around his wrist, and gently pulled his hand away from her face, lacing her fingers through his.

"Noatak, relax," she mumbled, her eyelids drooping. "It's just the bending. It happened last time too."

"It did?"

"Yeah. Some time after you restored my waterbending, I crashed on the ship. You weren't with me then." She let out a long, shaky exhale. "It passed after I slept."

The tension drained out of his shoulders. "I see."

He shifted, easing himself down into the grass beside her. Korra took the opportunity and rolled onto her side against his chest, resting her head heavily on his shoulder. His arm wrapped around her, pulling her closer, and she felt a gentle kiss planted on the top of her head.

She stared out at the dark silhouette of the valley below, fighting the heavy pull of sleep just long enough to feel the moment, to memorize it.

She had her earthbending back. She was soon going to be whole again. But when she let this happiness wash over her, as she listened to the steady, reassuring thud of Noatak's heartbeat beneath her ear, she knew it wasn't just the bending that had brought her back to herself.

It had been stranger and harder and quieter than that.

Inclining her head to look to her side, she gazed at Noatak's face, now pensive, lost in his own thoughts. A wave of adoration swept over her as she studied him under the dim light. 

The biggest reward of all, without a doubt, was him. The unexpected kindness, the solace, and whatever this was that had grown between them, coming from the person who used to be her nemesis.

Nothing came easily for them, though. But everything they had to endure to reach this moment, and most likely will continue to, makes it all the more meaningful.

He must have felt her looking and glanced down, his hand sliding gently up her arm.

"Sleep," he whispered.

With a smile on her lips and warmth in her chest, she fell into deep sleep.
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    Rest wouldn't come as easily to him, so Noatak settled for watching her sleep instead.

Korra's hair had come undone sometime during her sleep, dark strands fanned across the grass and over his shoulder. Her lips were parted, as they always were in sleep, her features gone completely slack as the tension of the day finally drained away. It made her look so remarkably young.

It was difficult to reconcile the woman curled trustingly against him with the girl who had once trembled at his touch, the same one who had irreversibly upended his life. This was a woman destined, once her potential was fully realized, to become the most powerful being in the world.

And she was drooling, very slightly, on his collarbone.

He was in awe of her. Her strength, yes, but more than that, her stubbornness. The sheer, maddening refusal to let anything keep her from what she believed was right. And yet, watching her now, the softness of her sleeping face, the dust still caught in her lashes, she seemed too young for the weight the world intended to put on her shoulders.

An old instinct surged within him, rising with an intensity he’d only ever felt for one other person in his life.

And as if a long-standing fog had finally lifted, for the first time since his old life had fallen apart, Noatak could identify a clear purpose for himself: she was destined to protect the world, and he was destined to protect her.

For a disorienting second, he didn't know what to do with the foreign sensation blooming in his chest. It took him a moment to recognize it for what it was. He was genuinely... happy.

It's not that he hadn't experienced moments of joy throughout those years. It could be the satisfaction of seeing enemies fall before him, or witnessing the flawless execution of his plans. There was an addictive quality to this feeling, an insatiable hunger it had awakened within him.

Yet what he was experiencing at that very moment, it was incomparable. It was sweet and precious. Untainted.

It was something a person like him probably had no right to feel.

His gaze drifted upward. The sky was still mostly dark, though the edges were beginning to pale where dawn neared the horizon. The full moon hung low, nearly touching the western mountains.

Why should he have this?

Why should he deserve this comfort, when he had caused so much suffering?

How could he feel such depth of affection, when his very existence was rooted in hatred and destruction?

How could he trust himself with her safety when he endangered her by being by her side?

The lightness in his chest slowly turned cold.

He sat in the silence of his own guilt while the dawn crept in. Then Korra’s fingers tightened against his chest.

Her arm slid across his torso to anchor herself against him, and in her sleepy state, she hitched closer until her face pressed into the curve of his neck and her breath ghosted over the hollow of his throat. A small hum of contentment vibrated against his skin.

The shadows in his mind scattered. Noatak looked down at her, fascinated with this display of sleepy possessiveness. A faint smile tugged at his mouth.

She didn't even have to be conscious.

It was, he realized with a quiet, helpless amusement, profoundly unfair.

The distant peaks flushed gold as they caught the first light, while the valleys below remained steeped in shadow. Noatak tracked the brightening sky, anchoring himself to the steady rhythm of her pulse against his chest. When it began to change, quickening slightly, he frowned. She needed more rest than this.

Further down the hillside, he'd spotted trees and the glint of water, heavily shadowed compared to where they currently sat.

With utmost care, he kept his arm beneath her shoulders and shifted into a low crouch. He slid his free arm beneath her knees and lifted.

A white-hot bolt of pain shot through his right side. His legs nearly gave out beneath him. He froze, locking his jaw and breathing deeply through his nose until the violent spasm subsided into a dull throb.

Against his chest, Korra made a vague, protesting noise at the disturbance, her brow pinching, but her eyes stayed closed.

He adjusted his grip to better protect his ribs, then started down the incline.

As he moved, he tracked the cadence of her heart, drawing a reassurance from its steadiness. He focused entirely on that rhythm, distancing himself from the way each step sent a duller jolt of pain through his side.

Finally, he lowered her in the shade of the trees bordering a clear, sandy-bottomed lake, then settled to her side. The moment he did though, her stomach produced a growl so impressively loud that it seemed to come from a creature much larger than a sleeping young woman. Her brow furrowed in her sleep, as though the sensation had invaded her dream.

She hadn't eaten in far too long. Between the escape and the adrenaline, she was going to wake up ravenous.

Noatak considered her for a long moment before turning his gaze toward the water. He rose, his movements slightly stiff, and began to cast aside his boots and the tattered remnants of his clothing, all of it crusted with dried blood, sweat, and cave dust.

He paused, looking down at himself. Bruises colored his torso in mottled purples and greens, heavily concentrated along his right side where he suspected at least one rib was cracked. The gash across his shoulder hadn't fully closed, and it formed a dark crust. There were smaller cuts along his arms and the backs of his hands. He knew his back was in similar or worse shape, though not nearly as bad as the burns had been.

He then dug a spare shirt from his pack, tied it into a makeshift sack, and hung it from a low branch near the bank.

With a glance back at Korra, still deep asleep, he waded in until the water reached just above his knees, letting the cold of it wash over his skin. He splashed water across his face and chest, staying there a moment with his eyes closed, and the cave dust swirl away in pale clouds around him.

The water was clear enough to see the sandy bottom, and the dark shapes of small fish swimming between his ankles. Undersized, but edible. It would take quantity to make a decent meal for them both.

He went still, waiting for a school to drift closer. Slowly, he lowered his arm beneath the surface, every muscle locked.

He struck.

Missed.

He exhaled. Waited again. The school circled back, cautious, and this time his hand shot down and came up with a wriggling fish. He tossed it into the makeshift basket.

The task cleared his mind. Strike, catch, toss. Wait. Strike again. His success rate climbed until he was landing nearly every attempt, and most of the idle time was spent letting the school regroup and forget the predator standing among them.

Then a larger species moved in along, drifting in a loose formation. One of those would finish the job and he could move on to cooking. Noatak lowered his hand, barely grazing the surface, his eyes locked on a particularly heavy shadow.

Then the fish scattered.

He felt the ripples from behind him before he turned. Someone was tramping through the shallows with the stealth of a landslide. Noatak looked over his shoulder.

Korra was wading toward him, her pants rolled unevenly up her thighs. She was yawning broadly, her hair a mess, her eyes barely open. But her cheeks were warm and flushed.

"Hey," she said, with the gravelly eloquence of someone still forty percent asleep. "What’cha doin'?"

"Korra." He abandoned his hunt instantly, closing the distance. His hand moved to her forehead, then her cheek. She was cool to the touch. "Your fever broke. How do you feel?" 

She leaned into his palm, a small, sleepy smile touching her lips. "Much better." Her eyes dropped from his face, traveling over his torso. The grin faded. "Spirits, Noatak. You look terrible. Half of you is the wrong color."

"It's mostly superficial,” he said.

She raised an eyebrow, then reached out and poked his ribs, precisely on the suspected fracture.

He hissed through his teeth, his whole body locking. She watched him with the calm satisfaction of someone proving a point in a courtroom.

"Right," she said, already pulling a sphere of water from the lake. "I'm healing you."

He took a step back. "Korra. Not now."

"Why not?!"

He pointed to the shirt hanging from the tree. "I'm making breakfast."

Korra’s gaze followed his hand, her pupils dilating as she connected the dots.

"You're - oh."

Her stomach finished with a second growl, just as loud as the first. A brilliant, endearing flush crept up her neck.

"Okay," she said, much more timid. "We eat first. But right after!” she emphasized, “I'm healing you. Alright?"

Noatak nodded, biting the inside of his cheek. "It won't take long."

He turned back to the deeper water, and allowed himself, with his back safely to her, the smallest smile. It didn't last. He heard her behind him again almost immediately, wading closer.

"How many more?" she asked.

“Almost done.”

"All by hand? No waterbending?"

"Evidently." He kept his eyes on the water. The school of the larger fish was hiding by a sunken boulder, highly suspicious of the new, noisy arrival.

Korra snickered. "Got it." She looked up at him, her eyes bright with open mischief. "So, how long have you been at it, exactly?"

"Never you mind.”

She hummed, and then simply leaned her cheek against his upper arm, settling her weight there like it was the most natural thing in the world.

The school began drifting back, cautious. He tracked the largest, extended his arm, coiled and ready –

She shifted her weight. Just slightly. The water rippled.

The fish scattered.

Noatak exhaled slowly through his nose.

He reset. The silence stretched. Her cheek remained plastered to his arm, and her breathing gradually leveled. He tracked the largest one, but as he waited, his left hand, the one pinned between them, found its way to her waist. His thumb was tracing a slow, absent arc against the damp fabric of her shirt.

"You know," she said, shifting just enough to send a fresh wave of ripples across the surface, "your patience is actually pretty impressive."

The fish vanished.

"Korra."

"Mm?"

"You're doing this on purpose."

"I'm just watching." she insisted.

He looked at her. She looked like the very picture of innocence, save for the treacherous twitch at the corner of her mouth.

"If you move again," Noatak said, exercising a level of restraint that deserved an award, "I will respectfully ask you to step back."

"I won't move," she promised.

He held her gaze for one beat longer, then turned back to the water. The large fish was creeping out from behind the rock again. He extended his hand, held his breath, readied the strike.

His hand shot down -

A massive force slammed into him. The world turned upside down, the sky and the lake switched places.
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His back broke the water with an impressive splash. He surfaced with a choked gasp, palms slamming into the sand behind him, and blinked the blur of the water from his eyes to find Korra sprawled across his lap, soaked through and roaring with laughter.

She was beautiful, and she was laughing so hard she couldn't breathe, and she had no idea what she looked like to him in that moment.

He clamped a hand on the back of her neck and pulled her mouth down to his.

The laughter died instantly, replaced by a startled, muffled gasp against his lips.

Then, she was kissing him back with the same intensity she brought to everything else. Her hand slid upward, fingers tangling deep into his wet hair. She was solid and radiating a fierce heat despite the chill of the lake. He wanted to drag her closer, to ground himself in her, to map every line of her body-

Her weight shifted forward, pressing directly into his right side.

A flare of pain shot through his ribs. Noatak’s supporting arm immediately collapsed.

He surfaced coughing, a lungful of lake water brutaly killing the mood. Korra had scrambled off him and was sitting back on her heels. She was raking wet hair out of her eyes, looking thoroughly dazed, although a breathless, unapologetic grin was already creeping back onto her face.

"Care to explain, Avatar?" he growled.

A visible shiver moved through her. "Change of plans," she said, leaning in to flick a stray strand of wet hair off his forehead. "I decided you needed healing immediately. Had to get you in the water first."

He shook his head, but the angry facade was already crumbling. She was utterly adorable. "And your healing method involves body-slamming your patient onto his fractured ribs?"

Korra faltered, her cheeks flushing. "I didn't hurt you that bad, right? I just thought... it’s selfish of me to sit around thinking about breakfast when you look like you lost a fight to a platypus bear." She patted her stomach absently. "I mean, I'm still starving. But we could heal each other first. I've got my fair share of bruises, too."

Without hesitation, she grabbed the hem of her wet shirt and pulled it over her head in one sharp, fluid motion, tossing it onto the dry sand behind her. Every coherent thought in Noatak’s head flatlined.

He was staring. He knew he was staring, and he couldn't stop.

She wore traditional white bindings wrapped tight across her chest, and he registered this with almost surprise. Bruises and cuts colored her brown skin, vivid where the dust had washed away, but that didn't diminish anything. Those planes of muscle along her shoulders and arms. The way her body combined raw power with a fluid grace. He had trained alongside her those past weeks. He had sparred with her, corrected her form, watched her move a thousand times. But he had never allowed himself to look at her like this.

He knew he had never, in his life, wanted anyone with the suffocating, physical intensity he felt right then.

His eyes snapped up to hers. "I am not a healer, Korra."

Korra scoffed. "Liar. You've done it before by instinct, which means you have the ability. I can show you how."

She inched closer in cross-legged sitting, close enough that her knees brushed his, then took his right arm, straightened it gently, and guided water onto the red gash across his bicep and shoulder. Her brow furrowed, and the playfulness faded into focus.

"You have to redirect the energy along the chi paths," she murmured, her fingertips probing the injury through the water. "The water acts as a conduit. When it absorbs the energy, it glows. See what I'm doing?"

Her lips were parted slightly, her tongue darting out to wet her upper lip.

"Then, if you apply that energy, it accelerates the body's natural healing. Like that." One corner of her mouth lifted as the glowing water reflected blue-white light in her eyes.

Korra glanced up.

The silence lasted exactly one beat too long.

"You're supposed to be watching the healing," she said with a small, breathless laugh. She reached out, grabbing his chin with her free hand and forcibly turning his head toward his arm. "Pay attention."

The glow sank into his skin. The edges of the cut knit together flawlessly, leaving smooth, unblemished skin behind. Korra ran her thumb over the length of it, satisfied.

"Your turn."

She extended her left leg, displaying a deeply bruised knee, and Noatak found himself genuinely curious to try. He drew a water from the lake, letting it settle over the injury. His knowledge of chi pathways, which had been honed for years for much different purposes, now allowed him to sense her energy flow almost instantly. He traced the blockages, adjusted his focus based on her instructions, and within seconds, the water in his hands began to shimmer with a steady, cool light.

He looked up. "Can you feel it?"

Korra stared at his hands, then at his face, and shook her head slowly. "You absolute bastard. First try."

She leaned in and kissed him fiercely, biting none too gently into his lower lip, then pulled abruptly just an little. "Is there anything you aren't insufferably good at?"

He ran his tongue over his tender lip, very aware of the way her eyes tracked the movement. "I would have considered the complaint more credible coming from someone other than the Avatar."

"Shut up…"

Her hands moved across his torso, and as she guided the healing energy deep into his ribs, Noatak felt how the tight pain he’d been carrying finally began to uncoil. His eyes closed, and his shoulders dropped their tension as he drew his first full, effortless breath since the cave.

He shifted his focus back to her, seeking out a dark bruise below her collarbone, then a shallow cut along her arm. He found calmness to the rhythm of healing, an intimacy that did not exist in any other form of waterbending. It demanded full attention. It required him to feel the texture of her skin beneath the water, to read the tension in her muscles, to understand the architecture of her body not as an opponent, but as something precious to be mended.

And for the first time in longer than he could remember, bending arrived without weight. There was no guilt trailing the movement, no bitter memory triggered by the technique.

A fleeting thought of his father crossed his mind, and he realized with a spark of grim amusement how much he would have loathed this. Yakone's prized weapon, currently sitting cross-legged in a lake, learning the feminine art of healing from none other than the Avatar. The old man would have spun in his frosty grave.

Korra’s hands continued their wandering exploration, fingers tracing his chest as much as treating it. He returned the favor, his hands moving down along the curve of her waist, registering the sharp hitch in her breathing when his thumb grazed the dip of her hip.

When they had cleared each other’s fronts, she looked at him for a single beat. Then, she shifted forward and settled into his lap.

She did it matter-of-factly, the way she did most bold things. Her legs folded around his hips as her hands found his back, resuming the healing. She pressed her forehead briefly to his collarbone before slowly, deliberately dragging her nose up the column of his throat. The heat of her breath ghosted over his pulse point, sending a shudder straight down his spine.

Noatak’s hands slid to the small of her back. He tilted his head down and captured her mouth.

They worked blindly now, embracing within their glowing element. Her fingers pressed water into the damage along his spine while his hands fixed the bruised landscape of her shoulder blades. Between the healing, they constantly found each other’s mouths, pulling apart only to breathe before colliding again. 

At some point, the white cloth bindings around her chest began to loosen. She broke the kiss just long enough to pull them completely free, tossing the wet fabric carelessly toward the shore.

When he looked at her, bare-skinned and glowing in the morning light, the spike of raw desire that hit him was so acute it stole the breath from his lungs. His arm banded around her waist, pulling her flush against him.

The healing eventually faded, but their hands kept moving over bare, healthy skin with a new, frantic urgency. It was clear where this was going, but Noatak remained conscious to hold back just enough to let her set the pace. He wanted her to reveal herself to him at her own speed, to show him exactly what she wanted, what she was comfortable with.

Korra shifted her leverage, pushing forward and tipping them both backward into the water. The lake splashed up around them as Noatak’s back hit the shallows. She sat up over him, wrestling with the heavy fabric of her pants with unceremonious impatience.

"Korra."

Her name was out before he realized he’d spoken, but it was the tone of it that made her freeze.

"Do you really want this?" 

"What?" She stared at him, genuinely baffled. "Of course I want this." Her eyes dropped briefly to the wet fabric that did absolutely nothing to conceal just how desperately he wanted it too. "Are you telling me that you don't?"

He sat up slowly until they were level, never breaking her gaze. "You know who I am. You know what I've done. To you. Do you really want to do this?"

She looked away, a small crease forming between her brows.

For a long moment, the lake was lapping at their bodies, indifferent, while Noatak simply stopped breathing.

When she looked back, however, her eyes weren't filled with doubt. It was the look of the Avatar who had made a decision, and the rest of the world could either get out of the way or get run over.

"I know exactly who you are," she said, her voice dropping into a low, steady register. "I know you better than anyone in the four spirit-damned nations. This isn't me being reckless. I want this. I want you, Noatak. So please, stop stalling."

He opened his mouth, but her hand shot and pressed flat against his lips.

"I mean it. Shut up and get back to work."

For three full seconds, Noatak could only stare at her.

Then, he let out a long, helpless breath against her palm. He reached up, gently uncurling her fingers from his lips only to capture her mouth in a kiss that carried a gratitude far too heavy for words. Korra made a soft, breathless sound against his lips, her hands rising to frame his face and anchor him to her.

Without breaking the kiss, he eased her into the sandy shallows. The lake water swirled around them as he followed her down, her radiating heat sharply contrasting the cool ripples lapping at their sides. At that exact moment, the morning sun finally breached the treeline, turning the shallow water around them into a bed of liquid gold.
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39. Omashu Part I


    
    The two waterbenders lay side by side, their breathing slowly finding its way back to steady rhythm. Their legs were tangled together, half-submerged in the cool shallows, while their warm and damp bodies sank contentedly into the sand.

For a while, they simply existed. No remarks about how strange and improbable all of this was, no picking apart what it meant or where it would lead. They gave themselves the uncomplicated pleasure of enjoying each other's physical presence.

Korra's eyelids grew heavier. After the whirlwind of the last twenty-four hours, whatever energy her earlier nap had lent her was nearly spent. Not that it helped, being tucked into Noatak's arms like this, her nose buried in his scent, her head rising and falling with his chest, the steady drum of his heartbeat slowing beneath her ear…

"Noatak…?" she murmured, tilting her head to look up at him.

"Hm?" His eyes were already closed. The harsh lines that usually defined his face had melted away, leaving behind a faint, easy smile. He looked like a man who had, temporarily, misplaced all his problems.

If his old followers could see their terrifying revolutionary now, Korra thought, biting back a laugh.

"Sleep, Noatak." She stretched up to press a kiss to his jaw. His arms pulled her just a little closer, and she settled back against his chest and let sleep take her too.

 

The first thing she registered was warmth along her back. Noatak's arm lay heavy across her waist, his breath warm and even against the nape of her neck.

Korra lay still for a moment, blinking at the sunlight on the water. Feeling considerably more energized, she began the careful process of prying herself free.

She paused, guilty, when Noatak began to stir, his brows pulling together. But to her relief, he only ended up rolled onto his back, one arm settling across his chest.

He must have been really exhausted, she thought. Sleeping through broad daylight, through her moving around. But she suspected that he hadn’t slept a wink while she was napping earlier, choosing instead to hunt for their breakfast.

Speaking of which.

Her eyes drifted to the makeshift shirt-net still hanging from the branch nearby. It sagged promisingly with his earlier catch. Though not Avatar-appetite promisingly. A few more ought to do it.

Korra stretched her limbs with a groan and padded to the water’s edge. Beneath the glassy surface, a school of silver fish scattered in all directions at the sight of her shadow. Out of pure, lazy reflex, she flicked her wrist. A sphere of water swelled upward, trapping a fish neatly inside.

She paused, watching it.

Then, deliberately, she let the bending drop. The water sphere collapsed, and the lucky fish shot back into the depths.

"Alright, fine. Fair fight," she muttered. "Can't have a certain Equalist accusing me of cheating."

How hard could it be?

 

As it turned out, significantly harder than just magically lifting them out of the water. But, against all odds, spending the better part of three months with a man who possessed the patience of a glacier had apparently rubbed off on her. Thirty soggy minutes and several muffled curses later, Korra had successfully wrestled two more decently sized fish onto the net and was crouched in the dirt, coaxing a fire to life.

By the time Noatak emerged from the tree line, rubbing the sleep from his eyes and pulling on his underpants, she set three skewered fish over the flames, looking unreasonably pleased with herself.

"Nicely done," he said as he settled beside her, his voice still heavy with sleep.

"Thanks." She threw him a proud smile while beginning to gut another fish. "Didn't even use bending to catch that one."

"Oh?" The word came out strained as he twisted into a stretch. "Honestly wasn't expecting that," he murmured.

Korra set the knife down solely to punch him in the shoulder. "You're a jerk."

"Hardly a surprise."

She smiled to herself and picked up one of the roasted fish sticks, holding it out to him. "Here. Eat."

"Thanks."

They sat in comfortable, easy silence. Korra leaned her weight against Noatak's side, and his arm wrapped loosely around her middle. The lake shimmered ahead of them. A bird called somewhere in the trees.

"I just realized something," Korra blurted around a mouthful. She swallowed and tried again. . "I was so caught up in... everything... that it completely slipped off my mind, but..." A hot flush crept up her neck. "Noatak, we didn't use any..."

"Contraception?" he finished for her. "Don't worry about it."

"Why shouldn't I?"

"I already took care of it," he said, his tone reassuring.

That was not an answer. She pivoted to face him fully. "What does took care of it mean?"

"I removed everything immediately after. It's a quick, highly effective method."

She trusted Noatak with her life, she knew that without question. But she had a fairly good idea of how he'd done it, and the thought of him acting on her body without a word, even for something harmless and helpful, sat in her chest with an uncomfortable weight.

"Korra, it had nothing to do with bloodbending," he added quickly, reading her expression with unsettling accuracy.

She held his gaze, before finally letting out a slow breath and leaning back against his shoulder. “I’d still want you to tell me before you do anything like that."

His arm tightened around her. "I will. I'm sorry."

The guilt in his voice was genuine. After a beat, Korra tipped her head up and pressed a soft kiss to his jaw.

 

The fish were long reduced to a pile of bones, and still neither of them had moved. Korra had lazily relocated so her head rested in Noatak's lap, while he leaned back on his hands, letting the sun warm his face.

He mentioned something about them needing a bath. They currently smelled like a potent mix of sweat, smoke and fish, but Korra successfully negotiated for five more minutes of doing absolutely nothing, which inevitably stretched into more.

She closed her eyes, letting the world narrow down to pleasant sensation: sunlight and wind pressing against her skin, the bare warm solidness beneath her cheek.

But then she remembered something she'd meant to tell him and her eyes fluttered open, and the thought evaporated the moment she saw his face.

A small, almost goofy smile rested on his lips. He was gazing at nothing in particular, the water and the trees reflected in his pale eyes. The sun caught the warm brown of his skin and the uneven coating of fine sand on his shoulders and arms, while the breeze moving through the trees played idly with his hair.

Something pulled tight low in her abdomen. He had absolutely no business looking this good while smelling vaguely of gutted fish.

"You're happy, aren't you?"

Noatak looked down at her. His fingers moved to her cheek, tracing a slow line. "I can't recall ever being happier in my life."

"You know what," she said softly. "I think I feel the same." There was certainly nothing in the compound that could compare to this. And Republic City, for all its people and energy and adventure, had also been the loneliest, most miserable stretch of her life.

"But…" She hesitated. "Aren't you still worried? About… everything?"

The fingers against her cheek went still. The warmth in his gaze shifted as he turned it back toward the lake. "Of course," he said quietly. "I'm simply trying not to think about it right now."

Korra sat up, a grin breaking across her face. "You're trying to live in the moment,” she said proudly. "Are you taking a page from my book?"

He chuckled. "Perhaps I am."

She reached up, tangling her fingers in the hair at the nape of his neck, and pulled him down for a kiss. "Good," she murmured against his lips.

When she pulled back, she kept her gaze locked on his eyes. "But… I know it isn't going anywhere," she said. Her fingers moved along the line of his jaw, the rough scrape of stubble. "I mean, I don't care! I'm happy here with you and I want to see where this goes. But…" She let her hand fall. "Do you even want to talk about it?"

Noatak studied her in silence for a long moment. Then he looked away, drew in a slow breath, and shook his head.

"I don't," he said. "But that doesn't mean we shouldn't."

She blinked, caught off guard. But before she could voice her confusion, Noatak straightened up and his gaze returned to hers.

"Korra… there’s no sugarcoating this. The odds are entirely against us," he began. "You know we can never be open about this. It has to remain a closely guarded secret from everyone you know, from the entire world. And even then, it increases the risk of the authorities finding out about me. And if they do, they will go to considerable lengths to imprison me for life. Or worse.

"But I need you to understand," he said, and his voice took on the same directness she'd heard from him the night before. No performance, just conviction, "that none of that changes anything for me. Taking this risk is worth it. Every moment of being with you is worth it, even at a distance, even in secret." His eyes hadn't left her face. "You are both the worst and the best thing that has ever happened to me, Korra. I'm not a man of faith. But I cannot believe what's between us is coincidence. How can we walk away from that?"

There wasn't a better way to put it, and the laugh that escaped her was a little shaky. Noatak paused, a faint smile touching the corner of his mouth.

But it faded.

"There is one thing that still makes me question whether we should take this risk at all," he said, the warmth draining from his voice. "The fear that if our relationship ever comes to light, the one who suffers most for it will be you, Korra. You cannot afford to turn the world against you. You cannot lose the people who matter to you, or compromise everything you are as the Avatar, because of me. It would destroy you."

She held onto each word, feeling the truth of them land. He was right. Of course he was right.

"Most people think you're dead," she said weakly. "No one even knows what you look like."

"But some on Air Temple Island know the truth," he countered. "And things have a way of coming out." He paused, then his voice shifted to something gentler. "The thing is, Korra, I don't want us to spend this time worrying. We have another month before you need to go back to Republic City. Our only goal in that time is to restore your firebending. I suggest we take this time to focus on ourselves, and set the rest aside. We can think through our next steps after."

Korra knew what it cost him to say that. The man was a chronic strategist, now actively choosing to blind himself to a massive, looming threat just to give them more time.

She already regretted bringing it up. The lighthearted ease of the morning felt distant now. One month, and then she'd return to Republic City. A place Noatak would likely never set foot in again, because it was too dangerous for both of them.

What were the odds they could actually make this work?

Her throat felt tight, but she forced a nod. "One month. Then we figure it out."

His eyes stayed on hers for another moment. Then he pulled her into his arms, and the firmness of the embrace said more than either of them had managed with words. She tucked her face into the curve of his neck, and her thoughts began to take a more hopeful direction.

We still have one more month. Not having to think about anyone else, but us. One month.

"You're wrong about one thing, though," she murmured, nuzzling between his neck and shoulder.

She was amused to feel his muscles tense around her, likely suppressing a shiver. "Am I?"

"Yeah." She pulled back just enough to look at him, mouth curving. "There is one person in the world who'll be on our side."

He raised a skeptical eyebrow. Then, realization dawned, and he let out a chuckle. "Of course. My mother."

"Exactly. I just know she'll be thrilled. And…" Korra tilted her head, thinking it over. "I'm starting to think Katara might not hate the idea either. She'll need to lie down first. But still."

"So we might have two people on our side," Noatak said quietly, pressing his lips to her temple. "That's a start."

 

Eventually, the necessity of hygiene overpowered the comfort of doing nothing. But the attempt to wash off in the lake lasted about four minutes before derailing into something entirely counterproductive, which Korra fully blamed on him.

By early noon, they were back where they started: lying flat in the shallows, staring at the sky.

"I am not a lazy person," Korra announced to no one in particular.

"That has never been in question," Noatak said. His arm was behind his head. He looked profoundly unbothered.

"Yet here I am. Doing absolutely nothing." She rolled her head to glare at his profile. "We should be doing something."

"We could train," he offered mildly.

"We could." Korra sat up, brushing the sand off her hands. "Or, hear me out – we could do something fun. Like normal people. Having a normal, non life-threatening day."

"Such as?"

The idea was already fully formed. "We'll go on a date."

He turned his head, fixing her with that flat, assessing look that usually preceded him saying something highly logical and deeply annoying.

"Don't give me that look." She pointed a wet finger at his nose. "If you were actually a gentleman, you would have taken me on a date long before knocking me up."

That got him. A short, bright burst of laughter startled out of him, a sound that was so unexpected and genuine it made her stomach do a ridiculous flip.

Noatak sat up too, amusement still lingering at the corners of his mouth. "My deepest apologies for failing to arrange a restaurant with candlelight and fine wine sooner.” He leaned in, pressing a light, lingering kiss to her lips. "Is that what you had in mind?"

Korra smiled against his mouth. "Why not? We've been living like hobos for weeks. I think we've earned one evening of feeling classy. Plus we're right near Omashu and we actually have money."

They'd landed some funds after selling the ostrich-horse before entering the caves, deciding they wouldn't need it any longer.

"That money," Noatak pointed out, "is earmarked for ship tickets to the Fire Nation."

"Which we have to buy in Omashu anyway," Korra countered. "Let's see what our margins look like after we buy the tickets, and go from there."

He studied her for a second, clearly calculating the odds of winning this argument and finding them at absolute zero.

A wide, triumphant smile broke across her face.

 

 

"Tickets to the Fire Nation, for tomorrow." Korra looked down at the two slips of paper in her hand, then back up with a grin that she couldn't quite contain. "Less than a week from now, we're actually there?"

"We'll arrive at the capital," Noatak said. "The Sun Warriors' island is remote. Getting there will take some additional logistics."

"I'm not too worried, we've been lucky so far." She fell into step beside him. "Remember trying to get out of the Northern Water Tribe? The boat schedule was an absolute nightmare."

"I don't think luck explains much of it. There's simply more maritime traffic between the Fire Nation and the Earth Kingdom than between the poles and anywhere else."

"Right, because almost no one lives out there."

"Exactly. Less population, less commerce. The trade connections between the Fire Nation and its former colonies also keep the sea lanes busy."

Noatak drew a folded stack of yuans from his pocket, counted several bills, and tucked them back in. "We still need to buy tomorrow’s train tickets to the port town." He handed her the remainder. "The rest is yours."

Korra looked at the money in her hand, then at him. "You're giving me unsupervised control of our date budget?"

The corner of his mouth lifted. "I've faced worse odds."

"I bet you have." She elbowed him fondly, then pocketed the money and took his hand. "Come on. Let's see Omashu."

From a distance, Omashu had looked like a cluster of pyramids rising out of nowhere. Up close, it was loud and layered, crammed with people from across the Earth Kingdom and elsewhere. The crowd around them was a mix she hadn't seen in weeks: merchants, laborers, a cluster of students arguing about something, a very small child dragging a very large melon.

The architecture was all stone connected by a web of bridges and raised walkways that wound between levels of the city. Above them, packages whistled along the delivery chutes, guided by earthbenders stationed at key points along the network.

Kids played earthball in every open square they passed. Korra watched one particularly chaotic game before her feet were already veering toward it, but Noatak caught her by the arm before she'd taken three steps and quietly pointed out that joining an earthbending game while visibly of Water Tribe heritage was, in fact, exactly the kind of attention they were trying to avoid.

She conceded the point, grumpily.

At least their Water Tribe appearance drew far less reactions here than it had in the smaller towns and villages they'd passed through. Omashu, it seemed, had long since made its peace with foreigners.

"Noatak! Look-"

Groundbreaker Championship returns!

Are you ready to witness the ultimate display of earthbending prowess? Join us at the Earth Kingdom's premier test of strength, technique, and will. Competitors from across the continent. One champion.

Tickets start at just 12 yuans.

Korra tore it from the wall and presented it to him. "We've got enough for two tickets and still have money left for eating out. This is perfect."

Noatak took it. His face gave nothing away as he scanned the page.

When he lowered it, his mouth was curved in a wry sort of smile. "I suppose that after putting an end to pro-bending, I could try my hand at dismantling another oppressive bending sport."

For a few moments Korra stood frozen, her stunned and horrified expression bordering on comical. Then she frowned and snatched the pamphlet back out of his hand.

"You know, sometimes I really forget that you are… you," she muttered. "Forget it."

Noatak looked, faintly, like he regretted it. He turned back to the wall and peeled off a second pamphlet, smaller and less colorful. "If you're still looking for a display of violence we might both find tolerable," he said, offering it over.

Still annoyed, but curious enough, Korra took it. A wrestling tournament. She glanced up. "You still sound disapproving. Do you have some deep philosophical problem with nonbending sports too?"

"I've never found much appeal in watching staged violence for entertainment," he said, with a calm that was somehow more irritating than if he'd just argued with her. "It's common in Republic City as well. I've simply never understood the draw."

"Oh, that’s rich," she scoffed loudly. "Coming from the guy who used to pack out entire stadiums just to watch him publicly beat up benders."

"That was not entertainment," he replied, entirely unruffled. "It was a demonstration and a statement of empowerment. Showing nonbenders that the absence of bending does not make them lesser."

Korra groaned loudly, grabbing his arm. "You’re insufferable. Come on, the wrestling starts really soon."

 

The arena was alive by the time they settled into their places. Korra sat at the very edge of her seat from the moment the fighters entered and throughout the match, completely absorbed. She shouted herself hoarse, picking favorites within minutes and defending them loudly.

"You slay, Limestone Lei!" she bellowed, on her feet before she knew it, as the colossal man hoisted his opponent overhead and slammed him into the mat with an impact that shook the lower seats. The bell rang.

She dropped back into her seat, breathless and grinning. "That was incredible," she gasped, elbowing the very quiet man sitting next to her. "What did you think?”

"To be honest, I'm not particularly impressed," Noatak said.

The grin faded. Korra's shoulders dropped. "This isn't fair. I wanted you to enjoy it too…"

Something in his expression softened. His arm came around her shoulders. "But I do enjoy it," he said. "I enjoy watching you." He leaned in and caught her lips in a quick kiss that made the roaring crowd feel distant for a moment.

When they broke apart, she studied his face. "Don't think I didn't see you doing that judgmental look the entire match."

A corner of his mouth lifted. "Was I."

"You know you were." She nodded toward the ring, where Lei was flexing to an enthusiastic crowd. "You think you could've taken him? No bending."

"Without question. And so could you."

Korra looked back at the ring.

"Huh."

The next opponent entered to a fresh surge of noise, circling Lei with considerably more caution than the last. The man was enormous, the kind of enormous that didn't seem fully real. "His biceps are thicker than my thighs," she said. "And I'm not exactly frail."

"Muscle mass is irrelevant if he can’t touch you. You already know that better than most."

The bell rang for the final match. For the next ten minutes the arena was pure chaos. By the time Limestone Lei finally pinned his opponent for the count, Korra shot her fist into the air, adding what was left of her voice to the deafening roar.

She dropped back into her seat and grabbed her waterskin, her throat bone dry. "Alright," she said, rolling her stiff neck. "That was worth the ticket. Ready to brave the crowds?"

At that moment, the host's amplified voice cut through the dying noise.

"Ladies and gentlemen, the night isn't over yet! As a special proposition, we are offering a prize of three thousand yuans to anyone daring enough to step into this ring and defeat our champion!"

The arena fell dead silent.

"Korra. No," Noatak hissed, his hand clamping down on her knee.

"I'll take the challenge!"

Her voice rang out clear and loud across the arena.

Every head in the arena turned. There was a moment of stunned silence, then a wave of muttering. The host and Limestone Lei exchanged a glance and murmured something.

Noatak grabbed her wrist. "Have you lost your mind?"

"It's a statement of empowerment," she said pointedly, "which I believe you've argued in favor of before. And you just said I could take him."

"I said that, yes, but–"

"Is there anyone else willing to attempt the challenge?" the host called out, sounding genuinely hopeful. "It should be noted we accept no responsibility for injuries sustained–"

Korra turned to Noatak, read exactly what he was about to do, and planted a firm hand on his shoulder. "Don't."

He sat back. Reluctantly.

She looked around. Nobody moved. The arena was breathlessly quiet.

The host exhaled. "Very well. Come forward, young lady. Let's see what you're made of."

"Wait." Noatak practically yanked her back. He was digging frantically through his satchel, pulled out a dark fabric neck gaiter and shoved it into her chest. "Put this on. Pull your hood up. Now."

"What are you–"

"Just do it." He met her eyes, dead serious. "Good luck."

 

Ten minutes later, Korra stood in the center of the ring, her lungs burning and her vision swimming with spots. She watched her opponent - three times her size by any reasonable measurement, hit the floor like a collapsing building.

A beat of absolute silence.

Then the arena detonated.

The host scrambled through the ropes, his eyes wide as he stared at the fallen giant, and then at Korra. He fumbled with his microphone for a second before his showman persona kicked in.

"I... I don't believe it!" his voice boomed over the screaming crowd. "Ladies and gentlemen, the impossible has happened! Our mysterious challenger has dethroned Limestone Lei! Will the new victor show us her face?!"

He thrust the mic toward her.

Korra took a step back, suddenly intensely grateful for Noatak's quick thinking. Flashbulbs were already popping like lightning all around her. "Not today!" she shouted.

The host let out a breathless, booming laugh, playing the crowd's shock like a professional. "A woman of mystery! And an absolute force of nature!" He snapped his fingers at a burly man by the ropes, who reluctantly passed up a thick, heavy stack of bills bound in twine. The host shoved it into Korra's hands. "Three thousand yuans, as promised!"

"Uh, thanks! I… have to go!"

Korra didn't wait for a closing ceremony. She vaulted over the ropes, the prize money tucked tight under her arm. She kept her head down and moved fast, but the crowd was already spilling over the barriers.

The exit felt like kilometres away.

"Young lady, a few questions–"

"Will you compete in future tournaments?"

"Nope," she bit out, ducking under the arm of a man trying to block her path.

"Do you think a sport this dangerous is appropriate for women?"

"Appropriate my ass," she muttered, before shoving past him.

A firm hand closed around her forearm and she spun. "Hey, back off, I'll–  oh. You. Finally."

"Come on." Noatak steered her toward the exit. "Let's get you out."

He cut a clean path through the remaining crowd, and she followed his lead through the arena and then out into the streets, moving fast through alleys until the noise had thinned to nothing and they were standing alone in a side street tucked between two stone buildings.

"You can take the cover off," he said.

She pulled the hood down and tugged the gaiter from her face, and caught the slight wince that crossed his before he smoothed it away.

"What?"

Rather than answering, he drew moisture from the air and shaped it into a flat, hovering mirror of ice in front of her face. She saw the blood streaming from her nose, the split in her lower lip, the purpling bruise beginning to form along one cheekbone.

"I… wasn't totally aware of that," she admitted. "He landed one good hit on me, but I was focused, so. It's not that bad."

Noatak melted the ice and pressed the water to her cheek. It began to glow.

"Are you angry with me?" she asked quietly, watching his hyper-focused expression.

"No," he said, his voice even. "But it was reckless. You know the risk of drawing attention to yourself, and you didn't appear to consider it for even a moment."

She looked down. "Yeah..."

"What made you do it?" He sounded genuinely curious, not accusatory. "It wasn't the money."

"I…" Korra paused, realizing she hadn't actually stopped to ask herself that. "I think it really was the challenge. You said you believed I could do it, and I knew you meant it. You don't say things like that just to be nice. And..." a sly edge crept into her voice, "it also felt good to demonstrate to a room full of large men that a woman could beat them senseless." She sobered slightly. "But I didn't think it through. At all. And your idea with the mask was a life saver."

He was quiet for a moment, tending to the bridge of her nose. "I won't pretend I didn't enjoy watching you dismantle him," he murmured.

Korra grinned, then immediately hissed as her lip pulled. He noticed and shifted the water there.

"Yeah?" she asked, her voice slightly muffled by the healing. "You liked what you saw?"

"You used your speed intelligently. You were creative and read him nearly perfectly." He pulled the water away. "Any other injuries?"

"Not really. Thanks." She straightened up. "Oh, you should've heard them before the match. The host and Lei, I mean. They must've thought I was too far away to hear, or didn't care. They were literally deciding between themselves to go easy on me and end it quickly."

He chuckled. "That clearly went according to plan."

"Right?" She spotted the bundle of bills sitting on the ground where she'd apparently dropped them and forgotten. Noatak picked it up and held it out.

"So," he said. "What becomes of your windfall?"

Her eyes were already sparkling.

"The fancy part of our date," she said. "Which can now be actually fancy."

A glimmer of amusement crossed his face. "I think I saw a place that might suit your newly elevated tastes," he said. "Though I'd suggest we clean up first. We'd rather not be turned away at the door."

Korra sniffed her armpit and made a face. "Agreed. But where can we shower?”

"We could easily afford a hotel room," he offered. "Thanks to you."

Warm water. A real bed. She let that sink in for a full appreciative second.

"Hotel room," she repeated slowly. "Yes. Definitely yes. Let's go."
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40. Omashu Part II


    
    Korra used every single bottle on the bathroom shelf. The floral soap, the complimentary oils, the conditioner she’d almost forgotten existed as a concept and all sort of cremes she was not entirely sure of their purpose but that did little to stop her. She stood under the scalding water until the water at her feet stopped running grey and finally ran clear.

When she wiped a streak through the fogged mirror, she had to blink at what looked back. Bright eyes. Pink cheeks. Hair that actually reflected light. A human being, more or less, who no longer looked like she'd been sleeping in dirt for a month

Noatak had left while she was still in the shower, saying something brief about an errand. She'd assumed supplies. A map of the Fire Nation, maybe. Something practical.

But when she emerged wrapped in a fluffy hotel towel, Korra was startled to find new clothes laid out on the bed.

Korra stared at them, then held the top up. It was olive green, sleeveless, with a clean V-neck. The trousers matched - straight cut, tailored but breathable, with two sharp yellow stripes running down the sides. She turned the fabric over in her hands. It was classy, but also practical. It was infinitely better for their occasion than the sweat-stiffened gear she’d been living in for a month.

The door clicked open. Noatak walked in with a paper parcel under his arm. He stopped short when he saw her holding the clothes.

"I assumed you'd prefer not to wear cave dust to dinner,” he said.

She chuckled. "Did you guess my size?"

"I've spent the last month watching you throw kicks at my head," he said, grabbing a fresh towel from the double bed. "I have a working understanding of your dimensions." He then turned and vanished into the bathroom. The shower kicked on a minute later.

Meanwhile, Korra took the opportunity to get dressed. The clothes fit perfectly, which was both deeply satisfying and slightly unnerving. She did her hair into something that required actual effort, then perched on the edge of the bed to wait.

When the bathroom door opened maybe twenty minutes later, Noatak emerged looking… well.

He wore a crisp white shirt beneath a dark, tailored vest and charcoal trousers that fit his frame perfectly. He'd shaved, and with his damp hair slicked back, the sharp angles of his face were impossible to ignore.

He stepped into the room, looking down as he folded his left cuff up his forearm, and then his eyes found hers.

His fingers went completely still.

For a long, ridiculous moment, they just stared at each other across the hotel room. It was the absolute disorientation of seeing someone you’d only ever known covered in soot, blood, and cave dust suddenly looking like they belonged in a high-society parlor.

Korra broke first. "Who are you and what have you done with the grumpy fugitive I travel with?"

A slow, familiar smirk appeared. "He's taking the evening off." He closed the distance between them, his eyes trailing for a long moment over the olive top and the line of her shoulders. "It fits."

"It fits perfectly," she corrected. "Which is a little terrifying, by the way."

His hands found her waist, and she caught a breath of soap and something clean and sharp, maybe aftershave or something. Whatever it was, it blended with his natural scent in a way that made it difficult to think clearly.

"The problem," he murmured, his voice dropping, "is that now I have to spend an entire evening watching you wear this." His thumbs traced a slow, deliberate arc up her sides. "I'm not certain I have the discipline for it."

Korra reached up both hands, smoothing a nonexistent creases on his lapels. "You have discipline for everything. It's literally one of your most annoying traits."

"Mm." He lowered his head, his mouth finding the sensitive skin just below her ear.

A sharp shiver ran down Korra's spine. Her fingers curled into his vest, pushing him a fraction. "Noatak. If you don't stop right now, we’re never leaving this room. And as much as I like this, I am literally starving."

He paused, pressing one last, unhurried kiss to the side of her neck, right over her pulse point. Then, he stepped back.

In the span of a single breath, his posture straightened. He returned to his sleeve, finishing the neat roll up his forearm as if he hadn't just been interrupted at all.

"We should leave, then."

Korra stared at him, her chest still rising and falling a little too fast. "How are you like that?"

"Like what?" he asked. He opened the door, extending an open hand toward the hallway.

Korra stayed planted in her spot, waving generally at his entire, perfectly composed bearing.

"You mentioned being hungry," he said, using the exact same even tone he used to calculate mountain routes. Only the small, teasing twitch at the corner of his mouth gave him away.

With a breathless, exasperated groan, Korra grabbed his wrist and hauled him out the door.

 

The restaurant occupied the upper floor of a stone building in the upper part of the city, its windows open to a view of rooftops tumbling down toward the valley, and beyond that, the mountains, and above everything the full moon sitting enormous and low, spilling silver across the city in a way that made the lit lanterns below look warmer by contrast.

Then, the waiter came to take their order. 

"Soup dumplings to start," Korra said. "Both kinds. The cold sesame noodles, and..." she scanned, "the braised mushrooms. For mains I want the fried short rib, the crispy elephant-koi in black bean sauce, and the hand-pulled noodles with the preserved ostrich-horse egg. Oh, and the fire-lily scallion pancakes, those are a main, right?"

The waiter’s pen froze midway through the list.

"That’s all," Korra said, snapping her menu shut.

The waiter stared at his notes for a beat, scribbled the final dishes, and slipped the pen into his apron. He took Korra’s menu and extended a polite, open hand toward Noatak to collect the remaining one.

Noatak didn't look up. He turned a page.

The waiter's hand remained hovered over the center of the table.

"Roasted boar-q-pine belly," Noatak said, his eyes still scanning the text. "The smoked eel-hound. Sautéed dragon-roots." He paused. "Two portions of the roots."

The waiter's hand slowly retracted. He pulled the pen back out of his apron pocket and added the remainder of the order. Noatak closed his menu and held it out.

"And wine," Korra added brightly. "Whatever your best is."

"Right away, madam." The waiter’s gaze drifted involuntarily to the adjacent table, where an elegantly dressed couple was delicately sharing a single portion of grilled quail-pigeon, before he fled toward the kitchen.

Korra leaned across the table and stole a pickled radish from a small complimentary dish. "You realize you're going to have to physically roll me back to the hotel, right?"

Noatak let out a quiet exhale. "I think we've already provided enough entertainment for the staff."

Before she could think of something to say to that, a female server stepped up to their table, carrying a dark bottle and two crystal glasses.

"Your wine. A private reserve canyon-grape vintage," the woman said, uncorking it with a neat pop. "Clean, mineral finish, with subtle notes of fire-lily." As she poured the dark liquid,she glanced between them and smiled. "If you don't mind me saying, you two make a striking couple. Are you celebrating a special occasion tonight?"

Noatak's pale eyes drifted to meet Korra's over the candlelight.

"Uh… yeah. Yeah, we are," Korra said, her cheeks warming, but her hand slid across the table to rest atop his. "Actually, it's our first proper date. Without having to worry about... well, everything else."

The server let out a warm, delighted chuckle. "How romantic! Omashu really is the place for it. It was named after the first earthbending lovers, Oma and Shu, you know."

"We've heard the story," Noatak said, his thumb stroking the back of Korra's hand.

"Well, I'll leave you to enjoy your evening. Just signal if you need anything else." The server departed with a small bow.

When she was safely out of earshot, Noatak leaned forward slightly. "First proper date?" he asked, his voice carrying a low note of amusement. "Were there others I missed?"

"Depends," Korra replied, grinning as she picked up her wine glass. "Don’t you count fighting badgermoles and nearly drowning in a sacred pond as dates?"

"I wouldn't rule those out entirely," he said thoughtfully. "But I do prefer this setting for now."

"Me too." She took a sip of her wine, her eyes bright over the rim of the glass. "Though I'm still hoping for many more of both kinds."

The starter platters arrived. Korra began descending on them without ceremony, conversation temporarily suspended in favor of eating. The dumplings were the best she'd tasted since leaving Republic City, and she said so. She noticed, with a spike of private satisfaction, that Noatak was nearly matching her pace. He just managed to do it with a tidy, deliberate manners that made eating look like a martial art.

"It’s a bit ungentlemanly of me to let you pay for all of this," Noatak remarked as the empty bamboo steamers were cleared away. He topped off Korra's glass, then his own. "At least according to Republic City high society."

"Well, Republic City high society doesn't know you're dead broke," Korra said cheerfully, taking a sip. "Besides, I never understood why the guy is just expected to pay. It’s unfair."

"It is,” Noatak agreed. "Though it reflects a broader issue, that men earn considerably more across most professions and have access to a wider range of opportunities. The expectation is a symptom."

Korra let out a heavy exhale. "You really can't help yourself, can you? I buy you a fancy dinner, and you immediately turn it into a manifesto."

He smirked. "I really can’t."

Korra laughed, the sound bright and warm over the refined clatter of the restaurant. "Though, honestly... considering where you grew up, it's a miracle you care about gender equality at all."

"It’s true my father's views on women were exactly what you'd expect from a man like him," Noatak said, the warmth draining briefly from his voice.

Korra snorted into her glass. "Yeah, I can imagine. I met him, remember?"

"In a manner of speaking," he agreed cautiously. "I could never forget how you handled him."

She smiled. “Hey, for you, anytime.”

Silence fell between them. Korra turned her wine glass slowly by the stem, watching the dark liquid catch the light.

"It's all the same thing, isn't it?" she murmured, thinking out loud. "The way women get treated in places like the North... the way non-benders are sometimes treated. It's just people deciding someone else is lesser because of how they were born."

His eyebrows lifted slightly. "Careful, Avatar. You're starting to sound like a revolutionary."

"Maybe just a little.” She offered him a lopsided, challenging smile. "Were there many women in the Equalist ranks?"

"Nearly half," he said simply. "Practically speaking, they made the best chi-blockers. Lower center of gravity, better agility."

Korra leaned forward on her folded arms. "You know what's funny? In a different world, under very different circumstances, I might have actually joined you. At least until the whole 'terrorizing the city' part. But," She held his gaze. "Do you think I could've learned it? Chi-blocking?"

The glimmer that crossed his eyes was unmistakably pride. "You have what it needs. But it requires far more anatomical study than bending. You cannot learn the nervous system purely through sparring."

"Then I want to learn," she said immediately. "We could start working on it while we're in the Fire Nation."

He nodded. "I'm looking forward to it."

Korra took a long sip of wine. The ambient noise of the restaurant seemed to fade a little, leaving just the two of them at the table.

"There's also another thing I've been considering. When I finally go back... I want to try and change things," she said, her voice dropping. "The inequality, the tension. I didn’t want to face it back then. I wanted it to be simple. And then you became my... more immediate problem." She set her jaw. "But I know have to do something. I think that's my mission now."

Noatak was quiet. His gaze rested on her, yet slightly distant.

Eventually, a faint smile touched his lips, not quite reaching his eyes.

"I'm glad," he said softly.

He set down his glass, pushed his chair back and stood, stepping smoothly into the aisle. He extended an open hand toward her.

"What would you say to a dance before the main course?"

Korra blinked, her train of thought entirely derailed. "What?"

“Dance with me.”

On the far side of the room, past the dining booths, a small polished stone floor held a handful of couples swaying to the slow, sweeping music.

Korra looked back at him. He stood there, tall and composed in his clothes that made him look like he was born for it, waiting with that unnerving, endless patience.

"I… I don't really know how to dance. And the food-"

"The music is slow. We can stop whenever you wish."

She looked at his hand. Took a breath. And took it.

The first minute was genuinely bad. She knew it and he knew it and the older couple gliding past them definitely knew it. She stepped on his foot, overcorrected into what was almost a spin, caught herself on his shoulder, and felt her face go the temperature of a cookfire.

"Yeah, no, this isn't for me," she muttered. Her hand began to slip from his shoulder. For all her talk of wanting a fancy date, standing under crystal chandeliers surrounded by people who glided on the dance floor made her feel exactly like what she was: a girl from the Southern ice who had spent the last month sleeping in dirt.

But Noatak didn't let go. His fingers tightened over hers, his other hand pressing firmly against the small of her back. "Stop looking at the room," he commanded quietly. "Look at me."

Korra dragged her gaze up, meeting the pale ice of his eyes.

"Don't think of it as a dance," he said, shifting naturally into the exact voice he used when picking apart her combat stances. "You have the physical instinct. Stop listening to the music. Read my center of gravity. Anticipate the shift in my weight, then match it. You already know how to do this."

Korra blinked.

"One last try?" he asked.

She took a slow breath and slid her hand properly back onto his shoulder. His hand settled more securely at her waist.

Korra let her brain shut off. She did know how he moved. She’d spent weeks reading his posture, learning the exact micro-tensions in his shoulders before he struck, parried, or held his ground. She just had to translate that muscle memory here. No dodging, she told herself. Just move into the space he leaves.

The judgy couples and the clinking of expensive silverware began to recede, until non of that reached her anymore.

Her gaze drifted up from his collarbone to his eyes. They were already on hers. The pale blue held a still, focused attention, and when her footing faltered on the turn, his hand at her waist shifted, absorbing her off-balance and steadying them both without breaking stride.

And it hit her, maybe for the thousandth time, just how insane this was. Just how natural it had become to trust him - to trust him, the person who had hurt her like no other had.

And today she'd given him her trust in the most vulnerable way possible. He knew that, and he had done everything he could to show her that her trust was not misplaced.

Her chest seized. A terrifying warmth bloomed right behind her ribs.

There’s a word for this, she thought, her breath catching as he stepped smoothly into her space. There’s a word for what this is.

The music was building to a finish, the tempo picked up, and Noatak's grip shifted. He pulled her flush against his chest and pivoted in a tight, flawless rotation that sent the room blurring and made her fingers clutch into his vest.

They slowed along with the fading music, until they were standing chest to chest, both breathing a little too fast. His hand slowly slipped from her waist, but his eyes stayed locked on hers, carrying a silent, searching question. Are you okay?

"Wow," she exhaled, a dazed smile breaking across her face. "Okay, that was... much better than I thought."

He reached up, brushing a loose strand of hair out of her eyes, then pressed a warm, lingering kiss to her forehead.

The spell didn't break until they walked back to their booth, which had completely vanished under an absurd mountain of food. It was enough to feed a small army. Korra stared at the ridiculous feast, picked up her chopsticks, and felt entirely up to the challenge.

 

Later, they navigated the quieter, tiered streets of the city. The moon had shifted in the sky but was still bright enough to cast long shadows between the stone buildings.

Korra leaned heavily into his side, moving at roughly half her usual pace.

"I stand by my choices," she mumbled, pressing a hand against her stomach. "No regrets."

Beside her, Noatak let out a quiet, weighted exhale. Korra watched from the corner of her eye as he reached up with his free hand. With slow movements, he undid the top button of his tailored vest. Then, he slipped the top two buttons of his shirt free from their holes.

For the man of his level of discipline, she knew it was the physical equivalent of waving a white flag.

A sudden, fierce fondness expanded in Korra’s chest. She bumped her shoulder gently against his, a crooked smile touching her lips. "You know," she said, her voice dropping into a quiet, honest register. "I really like spending time with you."

His arm tightened around her lower back, anchoring her against his side. He didn't answer immediately. Instead, he bent his head, pressing his lips to her hair.

"As do I," he murmured.

 

Morning arrived without any urgency. The ship to the Fire Nation capital didn't depart until evening, which left them the whole half of the day to take at their pace. They spent the better part of the morning tangled in the silky while sheets of the hotel bed, taking full advantage of the rare luxury that was soon to be gone. They had breakfast in the late morning with considerably more restrained appetite than the evening before, then left to wander through streets they'd already half-explored, walking the upper districts, stopping at a market or two.

By late afternoon they made their way to the train station, joining the line to buy tickets. Their destination was the port town of Hongwei, where the ship is scheduled to leave.

Korra leaned into Noatak and whispered, "I’m gonna find a bathroom.”

On her way back, a vendor's stand caught her eye. It had souvenirs, magazines, snacks, and other all sorts of random items. A small figurine of Omashu's queen sat near the front.

"Seven yuans, good price!" the vendor barked.

Korra turned it over, then set it back. "Thanks. I… don't really have room for anything else in my pack."

As she pulled her hand away, her knuckles brushed a stack of broadsheets, and she pulled the top newspaper free. The main article was a boring one about cabbage yields. She put it aside and grabbed an imported paper from the United Nations.

Her breath caught.

The photograph on the cover was from Air Temple Island. She'd know those rooflines from anywhere.

AIR TEMPLE ISLAND REFUGEE CRISIS PERSISTS WITH NO SOLUTION IN SIGHT

"What...?" She was flipping through the pages to find the article.

“...once a symbol of spiritual harmony, now a sanctuary for thousands fleeing the escalating turf wars in Republic City. As gang violence and riots engulf the lower districts...

"No," Korra whispered. She started tearing through the stack, tossing local dailies aside with shaking hands to find more imports.

Seven Family Members Murdered in Eastern District - No Suspects.

Mass Prison Break: Over Sixty Convicted Criminals on the Loose.

The headlines blurred. Her hands were shaking. The papers were spreading across the stand, sliding to the ground.

SUPPLY CHAIN SEVERED

METALBENDING OFFICERS ABDUCTED-

PLACES OF WORSHIP IN DRAGON FLATS ENGULFED IN FLAMES-

"Hey! What are you doing? You're trashing my stock!"

Korra didn't look up. Her hands kept moving through the pile, grabbing the next paper, and the next.

Spirits, this is my fault. I wasn't there. I should have been there. 

"Are you deaf? You owe me for these!"

Her hands were shaking. The paper in her hands was crumpled. She didn't remember doing that. Her face was wet and she didn't remember that either.

"Korra?"

Something warm closed around her face. Two thumbs moved under her eyes. She blinked hard, and Noatak was right there, close enough that everything else blurred out at the edges.

"You! Your girlfriend wrecked my stand! I demand-"

"Here. Leave us." Noatak didn't look at the man. He blindly tossed a handful of silver coins onto the counter and stepped again closer. "Korra, talk to me."

"Look at this," she choked out. She crouched down, picked the broadsheet about Air Temple Island off the ground, and pushed it into his hands.

His eyes darted across the page, his expression settling into that complete, locked stillness he used when he was taking something in before he let himself react to it.

Watching him, Korra found her breaths slowing down, and the running thoughts going in a different direction.

She wasn't who she'd been when she left. That girl had been so broken she couldn't have helped anyone even if she'd stayed. She'd known it then, hated herself for it, and left because it was the last thing left to do.

But now she felt the solid stone of the platform beneath her boots. She felt the heavy, hissing steam hanging in the station air. She had spent the entire last month sweating, bleeding, and fighting to piece herself back together.

She was the Avatar, and for the first time in months, she began to feel like one.

Noatak lowered the paper. He didn't offer empty reassurances. He just looked at her, waiting.

"Noatak… I - I think I have to go back. I can't stay away while this is happening," she said, the words tumbling out. "I can't go to the Fire Nation. Not now. It will take weeks, and things might get even worse..." She swallowed hard. "But... we were supposed to have this month. Just us." She scrubbed a hand over her eyes. "Spirits, it's so unfair! We barely got a day!"

She took a shaky breath, forcing herself to look at him. "Maybe... maybe I can find you. In a few months or a year. If – when –  the situation gets better. What do you think?"

Noatak shook his head. His eyes were closed, brow furrowed, his jaw set like stone.

"What…?" she whispered, her heart sinking. "You don’t want…?"

His eyes opened, the sudden intensity of his gaze pinning her in place.

"This is not a farewell," he said quietly. "Because you're not going back alone. I'm coming to Republic City with you. And this time, I intend to be your ally."

Korra’s jaw dropped.

"This chaos is a direct consequence of my actions," he continued. "It’s my responsibility to help resolve it." His voice softened just enough for only her to hear. "And when the smoke clears, we will travel to the Fire Nation, and we will finish our journey."

It took her a few more seconds to recover from the shock of hearing those words. But then, Korra threw herself into him, wrapping her arms around him in her own brand of a nearly bone-cracking embrace. Noatak grunted and stumbled back two steps, but soon his arms encircled her form.

"Yes," she muffled into his shoulder, her tears spilling over again. "I want that more than anything."

She will fight alongside Noatak, they will be working together to bring peace to the city they had once fought over. What was a better way to prove how much they have truly changed?

The moment lasted exactly five seconds before Noatak pulled back, his tactical mind already ten steps ahead.

"We need to move. Our ship tickets are useless now," he said, scanning the departures board. "There should be a daily express to Republic City. If we hurry, we can get there by tomorrow."

They pushed through the station passersby back to the ticket counters.

"Republic City," Korra demanded, slapping a heavy stack of yuans onto the worn brass counter.

The exhausted clerk slowly raised his eyes. "Is this a joke, lady?"

"Do I look like I'm joking? Two tickets on the next departure."

"All lines crossing into the United Republic are severed. Trains are cancelled indefinitely," the clerk said mechanically. "Next!"

"Cancelled ?" Korra gripped the edge of the counter. "What do you mean, cancelled ? Why?"

"I just sell the tickets. You want to go somewhere else, or are you moving?"

Korra let out a frustrated growl and spun away from the glass, dragging her hands through her hair. "Great. Perfect. If the trains aren't running, the ferries won't be either. Now what?”

Noatak's eyes narrowed as he processed the roadblock. "If the infrastructure has collapsed, we'd be weeks late on foot." He looked at her, a faint smirk playing at the corner of his mouth. "Which leaves your prize money from the ring. It should be enough to buy a small, sturdy boat at the port."

Korra eyes widened. "We bend ourselves home."

"Precisely. But to get to the coast, we still need to take the line to Hongwei." He reached into his pocket and produced two slips of printed cardstock.

As if on cue, the station bells began to toll. "LAST CALL FOR THE 15:30 TO HONGWEI DEPARTING FROM PLATFORM FOUR."

"That’s our ride," Korra said. She hoisted her pack onto her shoulder. “Let's go."

 

The train rattled steadily over the tracks. Korra stared out the window, watching the Earth Kingdom countryside blur past in streaks of yellow and green. Noatak sat right beside her, quiet and perfectly still, the way he always was around other people.

She shifted her arm on the seat between them, letting her knuckles bump against his.

The next second, he shifted his hand, interlacing his fingers firmly with hers.

Korra stared at their joined hands, her stomach twisting. The bubble had officially popped. The quiet mornings having only each other, the stupidly expensive dinner, walking through a crowded market without giving a damn who saw them - all that was over.

She lifted her head, catching his gaze.

They were heading straight back into the fire. In Republic City, she was the Avatar, and he was a dead man. To stay together, she was going to have to lie to everyone she knew, while fearing that somehow it won’t be enough.

Korra squeezed his hand, her jaw setting tight as the sun sank behind the mountains. The worst part wasn't that their break got cut short. It was that they were the only ones who would ever know it had happened at all.
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41. Epilogue / Prologue


    
    The past two and a half months had been difficult, and that was putting it mildly.

The first weeks held an unusual silence over the island, such that Katara couldn't recall the last time her grandchildren's laughter had drifted through her window.

Then, almost overnight, everything changed.

As the situation in the city worsened, Air Temple Island became a refuge. Tents appeared, then spread, swallowing up the grounds until the serene landscape had become a makeshift city. The airbending family and the acolytes abandoned their routines and threw themselves into supporting the refugees who kept arriving. Katara opened an infirmary with the help of healers from the city's evacuated main hospital. It ran through the night, every night.

And still. Every time the family sat down to eat together, the quiet was there.

The adults carried the same fear between them, but no one said it out loud. The children had started asking questions and eventually, when the same vague answers repeated, they stopped.

But despite the agonizing wait, and the shadow hanging over Korra's fate, Katara had not lost hope.

Having spent the greater part of her life with Aang, she had witnessed countless times how solutions arrived from the most unexpected places. The universe had a habit of arranging things that looked like coincidence until suddenly they didn't. And recently, she had come to recognize that everything between Korra and her former enemy was one of those instances.

She still firmly believed that Noatak was the key to Korra's recovery.

 

 

It was one of those silent breakfasts. Someone asked for the rice. Someone else passed the water. Her son or daughter-in-law mentioned something to one of the children. That was the extent of it.

Then the door burst open.

A sentry stood in the doorway, barely able to breathe. Everyone looked at him.

"Master Tenzin," he gasped.

Tenzin was already on his feet. "What is it, Yao?"

The sentry's words came in fits between labored breaths. "It's… Avatar Korra…"

Her son's eyes went wide. "What…? What about Korra?"

"Avatar Korra... is back!"

Shock rippled through the room.

Pema was the first to speak in an unsteady voice. "Korra… is back?"

"Yes…! She's... on the trail... coming up... from the docks... I ran the whole-"

"KORRAAAAAAAAAA!" shrieked Meelo. The little airbender bolted for the door, already conjuring an airball beneath him, and paid absolutely no mind to the poor sentry in his path, who stumbled and landed hard on his backside trying to avoid the collision.

"Meelo, wait-!" Tenzin was already running after him. His daughters were close on his heels, and Ikki's joyous cries echoed back from the hallway: "Korra is back! Korra is back! Korra is back!"

Meanwhile, Pema quickly adjusted the cloth that secured Rohan against her chest. "I'm so sorry about that," she told the sentry with an apologetic smile.

"No worries, ma'am," he said weakly, picking himself up from the floor.

Pema turned to Katara and offered her hand. "Are you alright?" she asked gently, taking in her mother-in-law's expression.

Once on her feet, Katara wiped her damp eyes. "Of course. I just…"

"I know, Mama." Pema smiled. "Let’s go see her.”

The two women couldn't keep pace with the others, one elderly, the other carrying a baby, but they walked as quickly as they could down the path toward the docks. Katara's thoughts raced the entire way as she turned over the question she was afraid to answer: in what state would she find her beloved student? The hollow misery she had seen in Korra's eyes months ago had never left her. Had the plan worked? Or would she find her the same, or worse?

The trail curved, and the view opened. 

"Kids, DO YOU WANNA DO THE EARTH LAUNCH!?"

"YEAHHHHH!"

Two columns of earth came up from the ground and launched Ikki and Meelo straight into the sky. Their screams went up with them, faded, then came roaring back as they dropped and caught themselves at the last second with twin bursts of air.

Korra was standing on the path, arm around Jinora, laughing the way she used to - unreserved and a little too loud, watching the kids like it was the best thing she'd ever seen.

But Katara's breath caught. Her hands flew to her mouth, a whimper escaping her lips. She could barely trust her own eyes. Korra was an earthbender again. Korra was an earthbender again.

"Katara!!!"

Korra spotted her and broke away from the others at a sprint, closing the distance and pulling the elderly master into a long, fierce hug.

"Korra…" the older woman whispered, struggling to find words.

"Katara… thank you," the Avatar whispered, her voice thick. "Thank you."

As though the earthbending hadn't already said everything, those two words confirmed the rest. Tears spilled freely down Katara's cheeks.

They pulled back eventually to get a proper look at each other. Korra's clothes were Earth Kingdom, worn and sun-bleached. Her hair was longer, loose and a little wild. There were tracks on her cheeks, but her eyes were clear and bright and lit up by that familiar crooked grin. Katara had not realized until this exact moment how much time had passed since she had seen that expression on that face.

She had hoped. She had always hoped. But she had not let herself dream that Korra would come back looking so completely, undeniably Korra again.

And yet there was something different in her former student, something Katara couldn't quite name, though she was very curious about it.

Korra looked past her, and her whole face lit up again. "Pema! And Rohan!"

"We were beginning to wonder when you'd get to us," Pema said with a smile.

Korra rushed over and hugged them both, then lifted Rohan out of his spot against his mother's chest and held him up.

"Look at you! You're so cute! When did you get so big?"

"Korra, did you know Rohan started crawling? He's everywhere now, and he's starting to make sounds too, not real words, but when he sees me he goes 'Na!' Mom says the 'k' sound in Ikki will take more time to learn, so it counts for me. Do you think he remembers you, Korra?"

"Obviously he remembers me, I'm his favorite auntie!" Korra lifted him overhead and he screamed with laughter.

"More like his grandpa," Jinora said with a sly smile.

Korra laughed and messed up her hair. Jinora ducked away, looking pleased with herself.

But Katara's attention was pulled away from the warm scene. She noticed a figure she had somehow missed, standing slightly apart from the others.

It had taken her an embarrassingly long moment to fully convince herself it was really him. After all, she hadn't really expected to see him again, and he looked so different from the last time they met. 

His hair had grown longer. His skin held a deeper tan. He was visibly healthier, and there was a solidity to him that hadn't been there when he'd left. But none of that was what struck her most.

It was his eyes.

The way he was watching Korra. Quietly. With something that looked, unmistakably, like warmth.

As Katara approached, his gaze shifted to her. His clothes were the same as Korra's, Earth Kingdom and worn down by the road.

"Noatak." Her voice came out shakier than she intended. "It's very good to see you. You look well. How are your injuries?"

The corner of his mouth moved. "Completely healed. Thanks to the finest healing water in the world, at the hands of the Avatar herself."

Katara let out a shaky laugh. "Korra healed you?" she whispered. "In the Spirit Oasis, right after you restored her waterbending?"

"Yes, Master Katara."

She shook her head. Of course she did. Of course. "I can't thank you enough for what you did for her, Noatak. And I can already see it's more than just the bending."

"The benefit was mutual," he replied. A beat passed, then he added quietly, "Korra saved me."

Katara held his gaze for a long moment, absorbing those three simple words that meant everything.

"I very much want to hear all about your journey together," she said wholeheartedly.

"The journey isn't over," he said, and his eyes glanced past her. "Korra still doesn't have her firebending."

He fell silent, his gaze fully fixed on something she couldn't see. Katara half-turned and found the others had drawn close.

"Mommy, who is this man? Is he Korra's friend?" Ikki's whisper carried effortlessly to everyone present.

"Ikki," Pema said quietly.

Tenzin looked directly at Korra, a crease between his brows. "Is it true, Korra? You still can't firebend?"

"Yes." Korra said it plainly. "I have my water and earth back, but we didn't get to the Fire Nation. We heard what was happening here while we were in Omashu and..." She hesitated. Her gaze dropped briefly from Tenzin's. "We came back because we want to help fix it. Both of us. Together."

Tenzin and Pema exchanged a look that said several things at once, and Katara could follow most of them. She stepped in before the silence could become something harder.

"Returning here instead of pursuing your firebending took courage, Korra," she said, pride evident in her voice. "Republic City is in desperate need of its Avatar. But more than anything, it needs unity in the face of forces that are working to tear it apart from within." She let her gaze move between the Avatar and the former Equalist leader. "And I can think of no better proof of that than what I see standing before me right now."

"I agree," Korra said, her bright eyes finding Noatak's for just a second, before she caught herself and looked quickly back to Tenzin, her expression hovering between anticipation and nervousness.

Nobody spoke for a very long moment.

At last, Tenzin cleared his throat. "I'm sure you must be hungry and tired. I suggest we head inside, there's still breakfast to finish. And I'm very eager to hear how you got your bending back, Korra."

Her face brightened immediately. "You sure know me well, Tenzin. You have no idea how hungry I am."

Tenzin returned her smile, though there was weight behind his next words. "And when you're ready, we'll brief you on the full situation in the city. I never thought things could get as bad as they have. I truly believe we'll need every bit of help we can find, even if that means…" He paused. "Setting aside the past."

With that, his gaze settled on Noatak.

The former Equalist held the airbender's eyes without flinching, and offered a single, quiet nod.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          I was imagining Katara and Korra's reunion for months, but there's nothing like finally putting it into words.

If you want a reminder of the last time Katara had seen Korra and the way she was back then, I recommend you check out chapter 6 again. It was really ages ago.

This chapter marks the end of the second arc of the story, and the start of the third (hence the name). I don't think I ever created or will ever create something more personal in my life. When I see the full journey my characters went through from where they started and to this point, I can finally see how each of them was injected with small bits of myself.

But maybe it was something more universal and not just personal, because I was so touched to learn that it wasn't just me reflected in Korra and Noatak and their struggles. Some of the most touching messages I got were from other readers who also said those same struggles resonated with them.

This story was born out of deep frustration out of season 1 ending. First, I didn't like how easily Korra regained her bending with nearly no growth coming out of it. But more than anything, I absolutely hated the message that some people are too far from saving, that death is sometimes the better option. This story is trying to prove the opposite. Bringing them to this point, from mutual suicide ideation to what they have now, was a real challenge but I'm so glad I took it. I tried not to take shortcuts in this journey, hence the messy plotline and rollercoaster of improvements and regressions. But at the end, I'm so proud of those two idiots and what they achieved, and I hope you are too.

If you've read so far this bulk of over 100k words, this means everything to me. I thank you from the bottom of my heart <3 Take care and if you ever want to reach out, feel free to do it here: trying_my_best23@proton.me

        




42. Author's notes


    
    *******************

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Sorry for bumping this story up long after completing it. I just wanted to let anyone who subscribed and might be interested know that the first chapter of the sequel, "Until the Very End", has been posted. If you're interested, you're welcome to check it out!
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