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      Description

      The man behind the mask, Noatak, is given a new lease on life. The chance to make amends and make things right are his. Things aren't as easy as they seem, however, as he must save the Avatar Korra from repeating the past that would lead to her downfall. With limited knowledge of the future, Noatak must find a solution all the while keeping the girl(s) from getting too attached.

    
  
    1. A Beginning Must Have an End

    
      We don’t have much time. Is he the one or not?!

      Another one spoke. Is this truly our only recourse? He was her enemy; can he truly be an ally?

      Again, a different voice whispered. I felt his spirit when I took it back to our world. His has much sorrow, the spirit harboring a deep regret. I believe he is the right one. Only he can fulfill the restrictions placed on what we are about to do.

      A fourth one spoke up. There is no hope now. We can only reset everything and hope for a change. She leaves us no other choice.

      Noatak felt as if he was floating. He couldn’t feel the slightest thing. A curtain of darkness enveloped him, leaving the man confused. He heard voices in the distance, but he could barely discern what they were saying. Everything just felt so far away.

      So it shall be, then. Wake him and explain whilst we still can. Hurry…

      Noatak felt for the first time since he had awoken. A cold pour akin to water swept over him, freeing him partially from his dullness. He couldn’t see clearly. All he could see within his sight was a blur of four different colored spots of light.

      “What’s going on? Who are you people? Why can’t I remember anything?!”

      Calm, Noatak. We are ancient spirits belonging to the spirit world. We have summoned you before us in dire times. Avatar Korra has invaded our world, seeking to conquer everything as she has done with the four nations of your world.

      The spirit of Noatak was flickering much to the dismay of the spirits, the brightness of his spirit beginning to dim and fade. He hadn’t heard everything that was said, only hearing the name of his enemy.

      Stabilize him! Noatak, are you still with us? Can you hear me?

      The voice was beginning to drift away from him, but he managed to nod his head. “I don’t understand what’s going on — Why can’t I move my limbs?”

      You should not be here. After your passing, your spirit moved on. You had no desire to linger. It has been so long since then, but we were able to seize you and take you here into the spirit world.

      His words triggered something within. The mention of passing made him realize. Noatak remembered now. The escape from Republic City. Tarrlok, their death on the boat. It was coming back to him slowly but surely. A piece of resentment surged as a face emerged in his mind. The Avatar. His surging emotion dispersed just as quick as it came. Noatak shook his head bitterly. Nothing mattered anymore…

      We’re losing him! Noatak’s spirit began to fade at a faster rate. Now three of the four spirits were grabbing onto him, keeping him from fading further.

      The fourth approached closer to Noatak. There is remorse in you. We all sense it, a great sadness. If you had the chance to go back again to the beginning, would you take it, Noatak?

      Noatak’s head shot up, his pale blue eyes fierce for the first time. His voice deepened as he declared, “I would change everything.”

      He’s not all there yet, but it’s enough to proceed.

      One of the spirits that held Noatak’s arm raised his doubts. There’s no guarantee he will do what we ask. Once everything is reset, only he will remember.

      The spirit before Noatak saw the determination in his eyes. It assured him to know they hadn’t chosen wrongly. He is the one who knows the least. All of her loved ones know too much of her journey, what led her to this path. The more they know of what is to come, the greater the chance of failure for the spirit to remember after the reset. Her journey had only just begun when he passed away. He may not desire to help, but for his own selfish reasons he will do what he must if he wishes to keep the changes he desires to make.

      Noatak was trying to think. Too much was being said for his still clearing mind to process. Thoughts would appear and disappear before he could latch on to one. He heard everything they said, but he couldn’t think on them at the moment. Couldn’t process the things he was hearing. He felt as if he was lost in a fog, unable to make sense of anything at all.

      The spirit could sense the turbulence of Noatak’s spirit. He quickly assured him. Don’t worry. Once everything has reset to the origin point you will be able to think and act on everything that has been shown and said to you.

      The spirit raised its arms and looked to the dark clouds above. Watch closely, Noatak, on why we were forced to such extremes.

      The clouds above the spirit world began to move and swirl into a circle, a film of light encapsulated within. A tall woman could be seen sitting gracefully on an ivory throne, her light blue eyes immediately turning to where they could see her from.

      “Who dares?!”

      Quicker than lightning she moved from her throne, swiftly breaking the spirit eye that observed her. Noatak felt a wave of fear wash over him when he realized who that woman was. The fog that held him disappeared as his honed instincts flared to life.

      “Avatar!”

      The last thing he saw was her face. Hers was a cold and refined countenance with the scars of a weathered warrior, tall and graceful unlike the little girl he had faced before. What he saw didn’t make sense, but it terrified him to the core to see her hollowed gaze. How many years had passed since his death?

      “How did she become like this? The girl I remember can’t be this woman.”

      One of the spirits moved to speak, but another interrupted. Careful of what you say to him. He cannot know too much.

      The spirit nodded and after a moment of silence began to speak simply. She lost too much. The weight on her shoulders only grew in time, and one day she could carry it no longer. Everything crumbled to ash for the Avatar, and in time it drove her to insanity. A fall to the pits of depravity.

      Noatak didn’t know what to say to that. He couldn’t fathom the girl breaking. From his memory all he knew was a girl who never gave up, not even when she could have been killed so easily by him. Always a loudmouth spouting her justice, stubborn beyond reason. A picture of her smiling brightly surfaced to his mind. It was quickly overturned with the woman he saw sitting elegantly on that pale white throne, those once kind eyes now pools of desolation. In a way it reminded him of his own when he was young and full of murderous thoughts. All too similar…

      There is one thing you must know of, Noatak. It shouldn’t be known to you, but nothing we do here matters if that moment in time occurs once more with the same result. Avatar Korra must not accept Vatuu and allowed him to consume Ravaa as recompense for all that she suffered. It is imperative that this be prevented from ever happening.

      “You speak as if I myself have accepted what you want. This Vatuu or Ravaa, why should I care what happens to the Avatar?”

      Did you not want a second chance? Now is the time, Noatak.

      “Dreams are just dreams,” uttered Noatak. ’Origin point, reset to the beginning, you speak of madness.”

      Is it so far-fetched? You speak well for a dead man talking to spirits. You are so far distant from the spirituality beholden by your ancestors, not yet having seen the splendors of the world. You know so little yet speak so confidently.

      “Perhaps… Perhaps not. If what you say is true, if there’s truly a chance for me to start again, then I’ll take it no matter the consequence. Even if it means aiding the Avatar.” Noatak didn’t know whether to ask questions or not. From what he inferred, the less he knew the better. He made sure to keep a mental note on the names Vatuu and Ravaa nonetheless.

      The balance has been broken beyond repair. We can only reset things to how they once were, but instead of helplessly hoping that something will be different, we chose to risk failure.

      All four spirits looked to Noatak. It never was her destiny to fall, Noatak. She bore a weight no Avatar before her had ever endured. All we ask is that you prevent her from ever falling to such depravation again. From beginning to end she had no one to rely on truly. She bore that weight alone despite the people who surrounded her.

      The one who had raised his doubts before spoke up. Remember this well, Noatak. She must face her ordeals once more. She must bear that weight and suffer all the same. It is her fate as Avatar. You cannot directly intervene lest the balance break once more. A fine line must be walked. We believe you capable enough to understand.

      These spirits began to talk in riddles. Noatak had an inkling of what they were asking for, what he needed to do and what he couldn’t. He sighed despite himself. “So you mean to say I must still be Amon. I still have to face the Avatar at Memorial Island on that day and kidnap her lover’s brother during the rally on the Eastside? I must still go through with everything that has happened?”

      And will happen. You are part of her trials as Avatar, her first ordeal. Small deviations are all that can be made on your end.

      The gears in his mind were beginning to turn now. Small deviations… how small? “I want to make amends to those I hurt and used. I want my foolish brother to be the savior he always wanted to be. I want him to be alive and well. The Equalists… the Lieutenant… Sato…” Noatak shook his head. “It’s impossible from what you say!”

      You can’t have everything, Noatak. The Avatar comes first, always. Most if not all deviations must be centered around Korra in order for her to reject Vatuu. Nothing matters if she accepts him once more.

      Noatak held himself back from arguing. What they wanted from him was absurd. This moment in time where the Avatar accepts this Vatuu, who knows how many years in the future this could be? Would he have to dedicate the rest of his life to this woman?! What was so bad about her failing? He knew what he saw, but surely it isn’t the end of the world.

      “I know you cannot tell me much, but what is it that you seek of me once the reset occurs? To what extent must I hold myself accountable to the girl?”

      A hidden hand in the shadows. In her most desperate of times, her guiding light. Gentle like water, a balm to sooth her anguished soul. Prevent her from becoming the monster we showed you, and we promise you a new lease on life.

      Noatak was solemn when he heard what he must become to the Avatar. A subtle yet qualitative difference that would push the Avatar to a different decision without having disturbed too much of her destiny. Only time would tell whether he could pull it off. “…And so it shall be then. When do we begin?”

      We begin —

      “Found you.” A hoarse voice was heard from behind Noatak. The man glanced over his shoulder, his eyes widening in shock as he saw her. Time seemed to slow as he saw her high above in the sky, her lithe form dancing enthrallingly. No, not dancing. Noatak realized it to be a bending technique.

      Do it now! The four spirits jumped to act, but the Empress was a step ahead of them. Noatak thought back to what he had said to himself earlier. ’Not the end of the world…’ Looking back now, he realized what a mistake that notion was. This woman shouldn’t exist.

      Above his head a maelstrom had formed as the Empress danced. Arcs of lightning snapped with the clap of thunder as she moved with grace and nobility in the air. She stopped suddenly, her fair hand reaching for the rumbling clouds overhead. She raised her hand and dropped it, the lightning that could be seen for miles falling instantly towards them.

      Noatak had no time to think. He raised a barrier of water using the falling rain and turned it to ice, freezing the lightning within that nearly struck him to death. What he couldn’t catch exploded the area around him, leaving the land shattered beyond recognition.

      Noatak exhaled, but before he could catch his breath the shield before him shattered to pieces. The Empress had flown down with inhumane speed to break his defense. A fist broke through the center and sent him flying.

      All Noatak could think was how absurd this all was. It can’t be real, yet the pain he felt told him otherwise. He flipped midair and landed on his feet, sliding a few meters back. The area on his chest where she had punched was scorched and smoking. He hadn’t noticed she had firebended in that moment.

      Korra carefully observed Noatak. “Amon. So, the spirits brought you back, did they? I’m surprised you can bend. Your spirit has turned corporeal, so I wonder what trickery they used to grant you your ability and body.”

      Noatak looked to the spirits behind him who were finalizing the reset before turning to Korra. He wiped off the blood that seeped from his mouth. “I’m impressed, Avatar, or should I say Empress? I didn’t think that brat from before could ever become…” Noatak looked at Korra and respected what he saw. “…well, you.”

      Korra put a hand to her hip and looked down at him. Her gaze was condescending as if looking down on an insect. “I used to have nightmares about the man behind the mask. Terrified beyond reason. Looking at you now, I find it all so laughable.”

      Noatak smirked as his eyes narrowed. He hated the way she looked at him. It reminded him of the sense of superiority so many benders had. Reminded him of the very reason he stood against his father and started the Equalist movement. “I should have killed you when I had the chance. What a failure you’ve become. Is this all the Avatar could amount to? Ha!”

      The air began to grow cold, the shattered ground beneath his feet beginning to freeze. Korra slowly stepped back as the falling rain started to fall faster. Eventually her figure could no longer be seen, leaving Noatak to raise his guard.

      A whisper could be heard on his shoulder.

      “I feel nothing…”

      Noatak twisted around and launched a blade of water only for there to be nothing. The whisper grew louder in his ear.

      “All my memories are filled with hate. I can think of no joy that endures…”

      Noatak tensed but didn’t turn around this time. Rather, the man closed his eyes and let the rain fall on him. He waited patiently for what seemed an eternity. In time however he opened his eyes, the sound of churning blood and a low groan coming from behind him.

      Noatak turned to see a hand outstretched towards his face, the desolate gaze of Korra fixated on his own cruel eyes. The man couldn’t help but grimace as his control over the woman began to rapidly fade.

      Something’s wrong, thought Noatak. The air felt stifling to the man, his lungs beginning to feel an invisible pressure. It was too late by the time he had noticed. The towering man couldn’t help but fall to his knees. He clutched at his chest as all of a sudden he couldn’t breathe.

      Noatak looked to Korra only to realize her lips had been slightly parted ever since he began his Bloodbending on her. The hard pour of rain had masked her actions, but he could see it clearly now. Gusts of wind were being inhaled by her to a point where there wasn’t enough for himself. Any air he tried to inhale was stolen.

      He only now just remembered that she was able to Airbend, but this was beyond what should be possible. He had read all the records of the previous Avatar Aang, and there was never any record of him having been able to do something like this. Spirits, he didn’t even know how the woman got any of her bending back. Last he knew he had taken it from her. So many questions without any time for answers, now was no time to think about any of it.

      Korra moved her outstretched hand and clasped it around Noatak’s neck. With a single hand she raised him up into the air, his feet hanging limply as she began to crush his throat.

      Noatak forced himself to act despite the suffocation. The man launched a flurry of punches and kicks that all landed with precision, but Korra only smiled at his desperation.

      “You’re… not… human…”

      He couldn’t win. Nothing he did fazed her. Unless…

      Korra hurriedly released him as a drop of blood flew past where her head was. In turn, Korra unleashed the air in her lungs, the concentrated blast obliterating Noatak’s left arm and shoulder as she retreated a few steps.

      Noatak fell pathetically to the ground, a pool of blood falling and mixing with the rain. Like a man of thirst, he desperately began to breathe. When he had his fill, he began to laugh. Joy could be heard as he picked himself up.

      The pain was a tidal wave that nearly knocked him out, but he held and endured. Just like that time in the North Sea. Endure… Endure… Only death is the final act…

      “What will the future hold, I wonder. How will I be rewarded?!” Noatak roared as he did the unthinkable.

      Korra furrowed her brows as she felt something she hadn’t felt in years. Fear. Noatak conjured a blade from his blood and pierced his heart. Korra felt a change about him the moment he did so. She didn’t wait to find out why. Korra immediately entered the Dark Avatar State and began to pull the four elements to her side. To regain her sense of safety, she flew high into the sky.

      Noatak’s eyes began to glow. It wasn’t enough to pierce the heart. He began to gouge his flesh until a sea of blood was at his feet.

      “You’re not human… well neither am I!” Noatak kept himself alive by forcefully pumping his heart. It was a battle against time now. “I dreamt of fighting you since I was a young man. I imagined the great Avatar and our battle! Who could possibly go against that chosen person?! What could I do to win against the one who had been given it all? This is my answer!”

      He saw the Avatar high above and bloodbent his own body to rise up into the sky. He used his own blood to fight against Korra and all the elements under her domain.

      “Me! My blood! My will!” Noatak knew he had to be perfect to win. He couldn’t allow for a single mistake. Lightning, Water, Ice, Fire, Metalbending, Lavabending, Earth, Airbending, Korra utilized it all against him and more. She wasn’t holding back now.

      Noatak had never seen half of the techniques she performed. A tsunami of flames only an army of Firebenders could possibly make was done by her alone. The earth shattered and flew towards him, a rumbling that deafened the ears and shifted the land far beyond the horizon.

      This isn’t something a mortal could do. Noatak thought back to what the spirits had said. The balance was broken beyond repair. She had no equal.

      Korra couldn’t stop smiling. There was a bit of life to the desolation that was her eyes. None were her equal, it had been too long since she felt this way… this primal emotion surging within her. Perish all thoughts, don’t think about anything outside of the battle. Nothing else exists outside of this.

      She could see him visibly growing faster, his blood even able to make her weary at its cruel lethality. She could see it using her innate sense, everything about him was shattering under the burden of his bloodbending. To keep up with her his body was breaking — no, it was already broken. Only his will to fight wasn’t. His body was only moving because he bloodbent it to.

      Korra pulled back and tilted her head at him. “Do you not feel pain? I see now that you’ve destroyed the third chakra, allowing yourself to gain power in exchange for that of love and sorrow. A suicidal technique, but now you’re worthy of me.”

      Korra had to commend him. What he was doing had never been done in all of history. From everything she saw to this point, the young girl she once was could never hope to stand against this man. He held himself back for the sake of his movement when he could have ruled with his power.

      She looked to the armor she adorned. The chest plate had been caved in; her entire ribcage barely intact with fractures all throughout. Had it not been for the Dark Avatar State, every bone would have been pulverized along with her internal organs. He had done this to her with his bare hand.

      Noatak faltered as he struggled to remain afloat in the air. Blood was pouring out of his mouth and nose, eyes and ears. She was just beyond his reach. Every time he increased his speed and strength, she would do so as well just a bit more than his own.

      His chance for victory was fleeting. He knew all too well the odds. Noatak looked to the drops of blood suspended in the air and gathered them, forming them into a single spear in his remaining hand.

      “Let’s see you dodge this.” Noatak put the last of his physical strength into the throw, the spear of blood vanishing in the rain.

      Korra knew she couldn’t block it. His blood was no longer ordinary the moment he destroyed the heart chakra. The blood of his heart could pierce all things. She could only dodge, which she promptly did despite the monstrous speed of the incoming spear.

      …Or at least she thought she dodged. It was a moment of carelessness on her part. Noatak had bloodbent her ever so slightly, just enough to where the spear of blood could hit her as he redirected its trajectory. Her mind had slipped on the notion that he could bloodbend with his mind.

      “Eye for an eye,” uttered Korra as she looked to her missing arm. She nodded and admired his work, still her smile never leaving. “I’m sorry to disappoint. That must have been everything you had left. Is this the pinnacle of your sacrifice?”

      Noatak laughed hollowly as he witnessed with dread the reappearance of her destroyed arm. She healed a grievous wound like nothing, able to create a new arm in a mere second. All the lacerations he inflicted sealed like they never existed to begin with. Had she been pretending the whole time? Was any of this meaningful? He hadn’t prepared for this. This was no Avatar, but a Goddess in mortal form.

      Noatak hung his head low and allowed his control over his body to disappear. Like the cold rain, he fell to the earth below as his vision began to blur. In his final moments he reflected not on anything that had just happened, but rather the death of his brother. He hadn’t had time to think of it before, and this was it if any.

      I wanted to change things, brother. I always wanted to change things. Change the world, change myself, change you. In the end nothing did. It took the death of us both for me to see that. I’m sorry…

      “I’m not done with you yet, Amon. Who permitted you to die?”

      Noatak’s eyes shot open as he heard her voice. He didn’t understand. How was he not dead? Why was his heart still beating? Even despite that, the fall should have killed what little remained of his tattered body.

      His vision cleared to see Korra descending from the air, holding a hand over her heart. He could sense the beating of her heart and discovered his own to be beating in tandem. Where did she learn to bloodbend?

      Noatak tried to wrestle away her control over his heart,but found himself too weak to even raise his head from where he lay. He couldn’t even lift a finger.

      “You’ve won,” replied Noatak weakly. “Finish it already. Kill me.”

      Korra gently fell on top of him, her legs straddling him as she lowered her head to his. The eyes of the Empress never once left his. From beginning to end she never once attempted to move past him and interrupt the four spirits in the distance.

      A curtain of hair blocked his surrounding view, the desolate eyes of Korra mere inches away from his. She spoke before he could.

      “In my darkest night was I conquered by my deepest hatred. In the throes of sorrow and anguish did I create this accursed flame. Like my hatred, it can never be extinguished, never controlled by another. Like my wrath, it will burn for an eternity.”

      She kissed him then, his blood staining her lips red. Noatak attempted to struggle, but he was held firmly in place. Once their lips parted after a long and deep kiss, Korra moved her lips close to his ear and whispered:

      “I know, Noatak. Soon I will be gone, and nothing will remain, nothing but this.” She put a hand on his chest, right where his heart rested. A white light erupted on the horizon, soon to envelop everything.

      “Everything that I am belongs to you now. In time you will come to realize. Drink will not satisfy. No amount of pleasure will slake your lust. Food will turn to ash in your mouth. In time all you will know is my burning wrath.”

      The white light washed over all things. Before it consumed the man, Noatak heard Korra’s voice for the final time.

      “Remember me…”

    
    

    
      A/N: Where to begin honestly. I wasn’t sure whether or not to put in the time to make this a thing at all. It’s only recently that I’ve gotten back onto this website.

      A bit about me. I started writing fanfics when I was younger, but after falling in love with writing I got serious and started to create my own novels in pursuit of publication. Outside of writing novels, I decided to get back into writing fanfiction just for the fun of it, to keep my writing skills sharp whilst I worldbuild for my upcoming novel.

      I must give props where they are due. I had read castaway and some other fics with the same pairing many years ago, all of which are great in their own way. I somehow found my way to reading a fanfic recently by the name of ‘A Terrible Synergy’ by lowkey-devastated that focuses on the pairing of Amon and Korra. It got me back into the korra series and inspired me to make my own fic off of the two and more.

      I stated before that I wasn’t sure of making this a fic. I’ve looked up the traffic for fanfics for this particular fandom on the site and the traffic is pretty slow from what I’ve seen. Not much in terms of reviews or newly added additions. Nonetheless I decided to go through with it because I believe myself to have something fun and interesting on my hands and thought I might as well share anyways.

      I’m used to writing professionally, but with regards to fanfiction I’ve decided to cut myself some slack. I’m doing this purely for fun after all. Not too much slack, however. I do have standards, but just enough slack to where I don’t go insane. With that said I do apologize if there’s any grammar mistakes or breaks in fluidity. I write periodically and not in one go, so my thought process is different each time I “pick up the pen”. Perhaps you can spot where I leave off and pick up.

      I will admit I never watched the entirety of Korra. I did watch Avatar the last Airbender in its entirety when I was younger, and I have only watched the first season of Korra back when it was all there was to the show. The story here will largely follow the plot of the show with deviations both big and small. I’m using the episode details from the fandom site to base my chapters off of since I have no intentions of watching the show from beginning to end.

      With regards to this fanfic there’s a couple things I’d like to clarify. There will be multiple love interests to Noatak aside from Korra. I have my own reason for doing this as it gives me practice for my original work, but also because I think it would add to the story at hand in a positive manner. Is it realistic? Of course not, but this is a fanfiction after all. Most of what I write will be grounded in some basis of realism, but I will have my fun where I can. This is but one of them.

      There won’t be any rape or betrayal (of love) or anything like that in case you’re wondering. I’ll try as best I can to keep the characters true to their original portrayal or as close as can be. This means that Noatak won’t act like a teenage boy. He’s a grown man in his late 30’s, 40 when he passed away in the show. He’ll act his age just as Korra and Asami and whoever else I choose to pair him with will act their age accordingly. Hilarity will ensue as well as bits of angst.

      I’ve seen a few issues other fanfictions have that I will avoid in mine. For one, characters are way too horny for no reason at all. Sure it might be believable with those like Korra and characters of similar age (somewhat), but a man like Noatak shouldn’t be throwing away everything he’s worked for just for some sex. Love and lust will come in time, but this will be a slow burn for the most part. I’m on the fence about providing lemons. I used to do it when I was younger but now I’m a grown man. Perhaps for the fun of it I might.

      I know this fandom can be quite toxic when it wants to be. I saw the unfortunate remarks left on some newly added fanfiction calling for a different pairing only because they deem it to be the superior “ship.” I respect your opinion, but please don’t leave such remarks as they don’t add to what I’m writing or the story as a whole. None of this is canon. It’s just a story made for my amusement and hopefully the interest of others willing to read it.

      Lastly, I don’t often post author’s notes as they break immersion from the story. As such I’ll only do so when I feel there’s something important to say. Please follow, favorite, and leave a comment if you like what you’ve read so far.

      Have a great day!

      

    
  
    2. Welcome to Republic City

    
      The hissing of corroded pipes intermingled with the low thrum of shifting machines. Consistent without error, the heavy industrialized hums and drones were the endless beating heart of the living giant known as Republic City.

      From the depths of this modern construct sin brewed deep within where the light could not reach. Somewhere near in the night a man has just taken his last breath before being dumped in the sewer ways, a courtesan on the hidden Red Road still applying her thick rogue for the long night ahead. The air here where the light cannot reach is heavy and stale, acrid powder and toxic fumes from volatile machineries home to Republic City both lingering and intermixed. It sticks to the skin once kissed, a filth hard to clean that intoxicates the lungs and thickens the blood.

      During the day the city is rich and thriving, full of joy and hope. All that is illuminated by the light is what the city has best to offer. A promise for those who yearn. The night speaks differently. In truth, a city where the light is always falling at the edge of the horizon. What little light that lingers at this time is almost always corrupted, tainted until it becomes ink black. It’s an inevitable fate, really. Whomever dwells within the underbelly descends, falling lower and lower every day till their soul gradually becomes stained. Born anew each dusk, a little changed, a little further down the gradual slope of descent. Until eventually, when enough days have passed between them and the person they once were, they’re strangers. A void husk where brilliance once resided.

      Tonight should have been no different, but the man behind the mask was no longer the same.

      Noatak awoke to the crackling sound of a burning wick, the man was slumped in a wooden chair beside a desk full of documents. He touched his face with trembling fingers to feel the mask bound to his face.

      A sickly sheen of sweat clung to his skin as he pulled the mask off. His eyes were glassy as he tried to focus.

      A dream? No…

      The man put a finger to his lips as he remembered what had happened. Why did she kiss me? What did she mean, what is her intention?

      Noatak thought back to the last thing she had said, to remember her. Rest assured, Empress Korra. Compelled I was, but now I’m consumed. My memory of you will remain, a reminder of what should never come to pass.

      Noatak dispersed his thoughts of the past and looked around for a moment. He knew of this night fondly. It was the night the Avatar left the safety of her home. By morning she would step foot in Republic City, and from there everything would fall into motion.

      The man had been perplexed at how she arrived. There had been no public mention of her arrival, else there’d have been a grand display of it. He kept tabs on everyone who had influence, each with different levels of prioritization. Council member Tenzin was up there. He knew of his departure and return, but there was no new addition to his family.

      It was a matter of simple deduction to find out how the Avatar arrived if not through Tenzin. Airships couldn’t travel the long sea, which only left sea vessels. Knowing the girl’s nature, she most likely ran away in the night. It would explain a lot of things, including why she wasn’t a threat as he had expected her to be.

      Noatak thought to call for Jhin, his right-hand man. It would be a simple matter to track down a returning sea vessel to Republic City through the Equalist movement, but then that could potentially muddy the waters and cause for unnecessary distortions.

      He sighed and got up from the chair. He was happy to be back, but the origin point the Spirits chose left him with no time to contemplate on his actions. Noatak needed to guide the Avatar and sway her from walking down the wrong path, but that required the girl to know him on some level, for there to be a foundation of trust and dependency.

      Befriend the girl? I can’t be involved in her life too much. I have to live my own as well. Her lover might have a problem if he sees me and Korra. Knowing how idiotic some young men can be, the boy might just misunderstand and think me to be more than just a friend.

      What if he only approached when the girl was alone? That way he wouldn’t get her gangly group of friends involved. That reminded him… Asami Sato. Hiroshi’s daughter. He never cared for the girl personally, but she was essential to keeping Hiroshi at his side. That man’s hatred for benders wasn’t nearly as great as his love for his child. It was for that reason Noatak labeled him a liability rather than an asset.

      It was truly unexpected when the girl refused her father’s hand. Hiroshi was nothing more than a tool in the past, but now Noatak had the chance to make things right. A daughter shouldn’t have to make that choice, and a father shouldn’t choose vengeance over family. In a way he owed the man. Hiroshi put it all on the line and got nothing for it in the end.

      Unfortunately, the Avatar came first in priority. Even his own brother would have to take second place to the girl. For now, he could put aside Hiroshi and his daughter. He’d find a way to ensure Hiroshi made it out of this without his life turning to ruin.

      No, what he needed to put his attention to was Avatar Korra. The man just remembered the girl’s pet. There was no need to utilize any resources. All he had to do was linger at the docks and watch for a polar bear dog.

      What to do when he did see her was the real question. Unfortunately, he couldn’t think about it as he heard a knocking on the door. Noatak used his blood sense to know who was outside.

      Speaking of the Lieutenant…

      Noatak reached for the mask and put it on before opening the door. “Jhin. To what do I owe the pleasure, old friend.”

      Let’s see if everything is really true. Jhin should be here to talk about the Revelation, the rally to gain more supports and provide a display of my power.

      “Amon,” greeted Jhin. ‘I have good news brother.’ Jhin stepped past Noatak and laid an encrypted dossier on the table. “When you have the time to read it in full. It’s about the Revelation. We’ve found the right candidates for you to demonstrate your power on. We’re sending out the word on the streets. Should be full swing by tomorrow.”

      Brother… Jhin was a good man. He wasn’t his right hand for nothing. Be it the Avatar or the Four Nations, he was willing to fight them all. Absolute loyalty to the end and beyond if not for being betrayed. A true soldier.

      Noatak would have left his mask off, but he didn’t have his trademark scar on his face. It took time to apply, and he’d have to keep his face clean for tomorrow. Jhin knew what he looked like, or rather he knew the mask beneath the mask.

      Noatak put a hand on Jhin’s shoulder. “Why don’t you take a seat. It’s been a while since we had some time to talk between ourselves.”

      “Been too long,” said Jhin as he took off his head gear and sat down. Noatak took a seat on the other side of the table. The glass stained window behind him captured the moonlight from the outside, illuminating the quarters in a blood-red hue. The light casted a long shadow across his mask, leaving only his frosted blue eyes to gleam in the frigid midnight.

      Jhin looked to his leader and felt awe. He knew in his heart he had made the right choice all those years ago to follow this man. Benders had no place in this world anymore. It was time for a revolution.

      Noatak offered Jhin a glass of brandy to which the man promptly accepted. “How’s life treating you, old friend. Any thoughts of home?”

      Jhin smiled after having taken a drink. “The Equalist Movement is my home. As for life, it’s meaningful to say the least. Everything we’ve worked for is coming to fruition, Amon. I feel it on the streets, see it in the fearful eyes of the benders. They know their time is running short. It’s only a matter of when.”

      Jhin looked to the man graced by the blood red moonlight. “And what about you brother? Everything is going according to plan just as you’ve calculated.”

      “I’m a man of principle, you know this,” replied Noatak. “Plans are subject to change. Nothing is over until the Equalist banner hangs across the four Nations. Republic City is just the beginning, a means to an end.”

      Jhin swirled the amber in his glass, a look of contemplation in his eye. “A perfect world. Oh, how I long for that day to come.”

      “Soon my brother. Soon.”

      Jhin raised his glass and drank until there was nothing left. The mustached man sighed and shook his head. “I was worried when the scouts reported on the departure of the councilman. It’s no secret he has close ties with the new Avatar seeing as how he’s the son of Avatar Aang. It won’t bode well for us if the Avatar makes their way to Republic City.”

      It didn’t, thought Noatak. He didn’t speak his thoughts, however. “The prowess of the new Avatar remains to be seen. If history has taught us anything, it’s that not all Avatars are born equal. No matter. If the Avatar thinks she can win then it won’t be long before a new one is born. Nothing will get in the way of the revolution old friend. On this you have my word.”

      Noatak frowned as he soon noticed his slip of the tongue. He had addressed the Avatar as a she, something which shouldn’t be known yet as the identity of the Avatar remained a mystery until tomorrow. Thankfully Jhin didn’t speak on it, either not noticing or thinking it a mistake.

      Noatak felt different now that he was back. Part of him began to reminisce on how it all came to be. The Equalists, that is. The start was by no means glorious, nor was it joyful. Only a grim determination for change.

      “Do you remember the night the children died, Jhin?”

      It was a sudden switch of tone, but Jhin didn’t mind. “I remember. They let that monster free not days after. The bastards. I nearly died in my attempt to kill him, but then you showed up. You took away his bending before he could finish me off.”

      The man behind the mask closed his eyes as he thought back to that night. A mother of three had lost her children. The three little ones has snuck out to play in the park not far from home, only to be killed by a junkie Firebender. It was a crime unlike anything that had occurred, the first of its kind for Republic City.

      A poor judgement from the so-called law. That same man was given pardon by someone with authority who bypassed the Council. A friend perhaps, maybe a family member. No one really knows. The whole situation reeked of corruption and incompetence. Because of it, the mother of the children ended her life when she saw the murder of her children roam the streets, a bottle of liquor in his hands like nothing happened.

      “There was always a tension,” said Noatak softly. “In a better world those children would still be alive, that mother still here. The city has forgotten them, but you and I, the Equalists, we carry them in our hearts and minds.”

      Jhin nodded solemnly. “Always.” Jhin hesitated for a moment as he opened his mouth to speak but decided to go through with his thoughts despite his trepidation. “If I may ask, but… why —”

      “Bring them up?” interrupted Noatak. Jhin nodded.

      Because I had forgotten. I had blinded myself a long time ago, and only now do I see.

      “We shouldn’t lose ourselves, Jhin. I needed to know you still remembered. Whatever happens next — whatever it may be — I need you to know that regardless, the intention was pure. It was always pure.”

      Noatak thrummed his fingers against the wooden table as Jhin closed the door behind him. They had spoken a bit more into the night, but he hadn’t allowed the lieutenant to question him on what he had said previously. What was to come when everything was revealed, Noatak didn’t know. He doubted he’d ever see Jhin again when his true identity came to light, but a part of him wanted the man to know it wasn’t always a lie.

      While the night was still young, he knew he had to prepare. There were only a few hours until the Avatar arrived. He knew he had to start right away, but something about him felt sluggish. Maybe it was the slow and dull thrums of distant machinery, perhaps the comfort of his quarters — he didn’t know, but his eyes began to close despite his unwillingness.

      Noatak sighed. He forced his blood to move a bit faster to induce an adrenaline rush. He didn’t like to manipulate his body in such a way as it could lead to complications, but there was no time for rest.

      In moments the dull tide of weariness cleared. His senses became crisp as his body was stimulated to believe it was facing a moment of crisis.

      It would be good to go around the port ahead of time. It might be useful to procure the yard manifest to see the comings and goings of the ships. Might be good information to know where the Avatar came from, even if the location isn’t all that specified.

      Another thing he had to prepare for was his eventual encounter with the Avatar without his mask. A first impression meant all the difference, and Noatak wasn’t sure what impression he should make. Should he even use his actual name?

      Telling the girl would be a grave risk to make. She’s soon to get to know my brother after all. Tarrlok isn’t one for sharing skeletons in the closet, but the girl might just reveal my name if she did share it. It’s not time yet to visit him. Still don’t know where to even start.

      Noatak escaped into the night through a secret exit in his quarters. His mind was still debating whether or not he should tell the girl his name.

      Would there be any benefit in telling her my real name? She’ll come to know of it eventually through Tarrlok.

      Noatak thought back to how the girl had screamed his name in fury as she attacked him with all her might. His mind had gone blank at the time when he first heard her say it. Refused to believe she had uncovered his identity.

      Oh brother. The trouble you put me through. What would you have done without your big brother always looking out for you.

      The towering man crouched low into the shadows as he observed the dock workers. The port itself was too much grounds for a single man to cover in short time. It would be easy to miss his window of opportunity to get to know the Avatar if he was too far away by the time he noticed her and her polar bear dog.

      Timing was everything. Perfect timing could disguise his intentions and make the Avatar mistake their chance encounter as genuine. He had to admit the girl was sharp when she needed to be. Maybe the Avatar had a sense for insincerity. Either way he would rather strive for perfection. A wrong step would make the path going forward that much more difficult.

      Waiting for a chance, Noatak entered the main wharf when the first patrol unit moved to another sector. Nothing would be easier for the man than to just bloodbend them, but doing so would create ripples that may or may not influence the greater picture.

      It took him some time, but he was able to locate the manifest locked away behind a vault. Noatak took out a flask of water and manipulated the water into the keyhole before turning the water into ice. With some masterful maneuvering he was able to craft the perfect key to unlock the secure box.

      All too easy. Metal vaults might keep most out save for Metalbenders, but for a master Waterbender this amount of manipulation is nothing.

      Noatak began to peruse the manifest carefully, looking for anything that caught his eye. He needed to acquire the information before the patrol unit came back. From his observations everything around here ran like clockwork. Three minutes give or take was all he had.

      Dates of departure… Expected imports… cargo vessels… Ah, inbound and outbound sea vessels. Only a steamship carrying imported cargo is expected to return sometime tomorrow from the South, Wolf Cove. No doubt this is the one carrying the Avatar. Cargo… did she stow herself away then? If so then my assumption that she ran away really is true. No one then has yet to know that the Avatar would be here in Republic City, not until she makes it known.

      Noatak wanted to piece everything together with his newly acquired information, but he waited to do so until he was beyond the premises of the dockyard. A few hours had already gone by, but the manifest had been worth the time spent. He now knew the Avatar wasn’t expecting anyone, which meant he could make his move the very second she stepped of the steamship.

      The man dressed in humble attire shifted his cap low, the light from a distant lamp reflected in his eye. Patrol… Noatak carefully put away the manifest and retreated into the shadows before making his way Eastside.

      As he left, Noatak could see Air Temple Island not that far off in the distance. He wondered what the Councilman was doing now. The son of Avatar Aang and the only Airbender. Avatar Korra would learn to airbend in time, but it truly took the fear of losing her lover to manage it.

      That reminded him of the Avatar’s bending. He had thought her powerless when he took her bending. Perhaps it was because she hadn’t learned how to utilize air that he wasn’t able to take it away. Regardless, Avatar Korra would somehow be able to gain her bending back, all of it. How she regained her bending truly intrigued Noatak, but his curiosity wouldn’t be answered any time soon. He turned his thoughts to the present.

      If he remembered correctly the Avatar did get into trouble with the law when she arrived, leading her to be taken into custody. He didn’t know how important these events were, but he was willing to make a sizable distortion as it pertained to his first encounter with the girl. If their encounter was too short, it would be even harder to establish a foothold in the coming days thereafter. His best chance was her first day at Republic City.

      First encounters with the opposite sex. Noatak couldn’t remember a time where he had to impress a girl. Actually, he didn’t think there was one. Certainly, there was never a time where he went to such lengths for a woman.

      Walking through the night wasn’t safe for most non-benders. The tragedies of the past still echoed. Those who often walked the slum streets at such an hour were all criminals of different ilk, some thieves and others gangsters. Low light could barely reach the sin that festered on the streets of the Eastside. Noatak glanced at one of the alleys as he walked by. Two shadows could barely be seen within, the low moaning of a female in lust a whisper in the night. No doubt one of many.

      On another street corner a group of men prowled about, tattoos on their arms and necks, the faint impression of weapons hidden beneath their vests. Most men on the Eastside streets belonged to the Triple Threat Triad. Lately a shadow could be seen in their eyes, most of them having a nervousness to them.

      Noatak couldn’t help but smirk. To the well initiated of the underworld it was clear that trouble was brewing beneath the dark waters. Even the typical layman was beginning to see it as the Eastside Triad was showing large signs of activity and aggression.

      In the past I only took Jhin’s word for it, but seeing it in person really is something else. Noatak in the past timeline never stepped out of the shadows like this, walking without his mask and in such attire. It was only in his final moments did he return to being Noatak. Before that he only lived as Amon, never caring for anything outside of the revolution.

      Noatak knew in his heart that the foundations of the Equalist movement weren’t displaced. Nonbenders feared for their life when confronted by a bender. It was all too easy for a Firebender to burn someone to ash, an Earthbender to crush the bones and flesh. As for Waterbenders, the lethality was all too easy to conjure.

      Policy in Republic City favored those with power. Of course there were many benders with the strength and sincerity to protect the weak, but so what? In the hearts of the weak there was only resentment. Nonbenders didn’t want protection, but strength of their own. The Equalists provided them a path.

      Noatak curled his hand into a fist. All I’ve worked for and for nothing. In the end they will all despise me, and everything will shatter beyond recognition.

      He didn’t want to break the hope he had given, but it was too late. Everything had been built on a lie, his lie. The outcome wasn’t one he could change, a maddening fact that he had to live with, to accept.

      One of the gangsters swaggered towards Noatak with a smug smile plastered on his face, but stopped dead in his tracks when he looked into the towering man’s eyes. Noatak merely scoffed and walked away. It would seem there was still some sensible people left in the Triple Threat Triad.

      …

      Korra held her head in her hands as she groaned. Naga, her polar bear dog, touched her with its nose.

      “Sorry girl. Just a bad dream.” Korra smiled at Naga, but she couldn’t get past the lingering feeling that she had just forgotten something important. She didn’t dwell on it, however, as the cargo along with her and Naga lurched forward a bit.

      “Naga we’re here!” exclaimed Korra excitedly. The metal loading doors began to open, a shaft of light entering the ill-illuminated area. She had gotten used to the dim lighting of the cargo space, so seeing the bright light of the outside made her cover her eyes.

      She motioned for Naga to move as the ship’s crew began to unload the stored cargo onto the loading area of the port. With agile steps she climbed atop Naga’s saddle, the smile on her face never leaving as she had finally made it to Republic City.

      Naga was a blur of white to the workers she dashed past, their faces a mixture of shock and awe as one unlucky worker was knocked over. Korra waved joyously at the knocked over dock worker as she departed into the distance. “Thanks for the ride!”

      The young Avatar quickly fled the docks, making her way towards the base of a large suspension bridge leading towards the heart of Republic City. Above her head, two airships floated high in the sky, both moving to different parts of the city.

      “Wow. Just look at this place, Naga.” In the distance Korra could hear the sounds of honking, the suspension bridge full of Satomobiles. “I’ve never seen so many Satomobiles!”

      Naga and her moved further ahead, the full view of the waters of Republic City in all its splendor and glory displayed before her. It took her breath away to see the sheer magnitude of Republic City. Wolf’s Cove, the capital of the Southern Water Tribe, just couldn’t compare to the modern giant that seemed to live and breathe all on its own.

      What stole her gaze was the statute of Avatar Aang laid off on the coast of Yue Bay, Air Temple Island not far from it. It took her some time to break away from the colossal statue of her past life, of the hero who ended the Hundred Year War. A small part of her wondered, Will I ever be able to live up to Avatar Aang?

      It was a seed of self-doubt, a fear she sometimes ruminated on when she was by herself. With it came a determination. She was the Avatar. I am the Avatar! Deal with it!

      “Lost?”

      Korra was broken out of her thoughts as a voice emerged from behind her. Naga moved on her own to sniff the newcomer who had approached. Apparently liking what she smelled, the polar bear dog licked at the stranger’s hand.

      Korra stood dumbly atop; her face blank as she stared at the man who smiled softly at her. With piercing blue eyes and a handsome smile, his enthralling voice resounded once more as he reached out to Korra with an extended hand — the one not being nuzzled on by Naga.

      “Your polar bear dog is hungry. I can help you, if you’d like.”

      Korra didn’t think at all when she jumped down and grabbed on to the tall man’s hand. It was only when she felt the coolness of his touch that she shook herself out of her stupor.

      Spirits! What’s going on with me?!

      Korra blinked her eyes and looked down to see their clasped hands. “I-I… T-That won’t be necessary. Naga!” She tried to get the polar bear dog to behave and to save herself from further embarrassment.

      Why am I stuttering?! You’ve seen plenty of good looking guys down in the South, what’s different now?! Get your head out of the garbage!

      The towering man simply chuckled much to Korra’s dismay. She couldn’t help but blush as her stomach chose this moment in time to growl loudly.

      “Seems like it’s not just your companion that’s hungry. I know a place, so what do you say? It’s on me, free of charge.”

      Korra just couldn’t refuse. The man before her dressed plainly. A simple loose white shirt and pants with a bit of shadow to his jaw. His laid-back smile was just so… inviting. She didn’t sense any ulterior motives from the man, nor any danger either. He was sincere in his offer.

      “Where are my manners. My name is… Noatak. It’s a pleasure meeting you…” His voice trailed off with a question to his tone, that soft smile of his still lingering.

      “Korra! My name, that is. It’s Korra. It’s good to meet you Noatak.”

      Why are you being so dumb right now Korra? Play it cool. You’re acting like a girl with a crush!

      Korra found herself a tad disappointed when he just shook her hand before letting go. She didn’t know why she thought they’d be holding hands. Noatak patted Naga and even found her sweet spot behind the ear, making the polar bear dog stick her tongue out and wag her tail happily.

      “Excuse me, but are you perhaps from the Southern Water Tribe?” He seemed to be pretty familiar with how to handle her companion, not to mention he had a similar tone of skin to hers. If not for that, his name was definitely Water Tribe.

      “Close, but I’m from the North.” He began to walk towards the bridge with Naga right beside him, nearly leaving a stunned Korra behind.

      Naga you traitor. Wait up for me!

      Korra was quick to take up Noatak’s other side, her arms crossed as they used the sidewalk on the bridge.

      “Northern Water Tribe huh.” Korra was a bit distracted with all the Satomobiles nearby as they traveled the suspension bridge. She could see all of the people inside them staring at her and Naga. She probably looked like a water bumpkin to them.

      “And you must be from the South, am I right?”

      Korra smirked. “What gave it away?” She was dressed from head to toe with typical Southern Water tribe garments, different from that of the North in that the South typically sported softer hues of blue with simpler stitching.

      Noatak returned her smirk with one of his own. “The polar bear dog,” he said as he eyed her apparel.

      Well played, Noatak. Well played, thought Korra. She felt herself beginning to relax in his presence as the two began to familiarize themselves with each other.

      “What brings you to the city, Korra? You’re a long way from home.” Asked Noatak as he led her and Naga into the heart of Republic City. The statue of Aang was gradually hidden by the massive buildings, Air Temple Island falling further away.

      The streets were bustling with activity, people from all walks of life mingling and going about their business. Sometimes the shadow of an airship would appear overhead as the roaring sound of Satomobiles drove past. On a corner a woman was painting on canvas, another a street performer using their Firebending as part of their dance. It amazed Korra at how vibrant the city was. She could only imagine what it would look like at night.

      “Would you believe me if I said I was the Avatar?” Korra turned away from it all and glanced at him with anticipation, wanting to see how he’d react to her statement.

      Okay cool guy, what face are you going to make? No way someone like me is the Avatar, right?

      She watched as Noatak met her eyes with his own. There were no ripples at all, none she could see. “Avatar Korra.” He nodded to himself. “It has a nice ring to it. I must say, it must be my lucky day for me to run into the Avatar. Maybe that’s what they call fate.”

      Korra was honestly surprised and a bit shocked at how easily he accepted her identity. It was to the point that she was the one calling him into question.

      “Wait, you actually believe me?” Korra pointed a finger to herself, her head titled slightly to the side.

      “I like to think myself a good judge of character, Avatar. Besides, why would you lie to me?”

      Korra nodded, but she still felt a bit put off. He was just way too calm. She’s the Avatar for Spirit’s sake! The one and only!

      “You don’t believe me, do you? I can prove it!” Korra was about to Firebend and Waterbend to prove it to him, but Noatak grabbed her hand before she could perform the bending techniques. She wanted to object, but the coolness of his hand pulled her into the same stupor from when she first met him.

      “I believe you, Avatar. I dare say I even trust you. If you’re waiting for some kind of big reaction from me, don’t. It doesn’t change anything between us, nor should it. I’m not going to treat you any differently had I not known in the first place.”

      Noatak seemed to be alluding to something else as he reassured her. It took Korra a moment to realize what he was talking about. She took a deep breath and took a moment to collect herself. “Thanks, Noatak. You’re a pretty perceptive guy, aren’t you?”

      “Don’t thank me yet, Avatar. I have yet to treat you and your companion to a meal.” She smiled as he let out a deep but short laugh. It felt good to hear him laugh. It made her feel good. However, she was a bit peeved that he started to call her Avatar instead of her name.

      “Korra,” she said with narrowed eyes. It caught Noatak off guard when she said it and squeezed his hand. Before he could ask what was the matter, she spoke up again.

      “Don’t call me Avatar. Call. Me. Korra.” Much to her amusement, Noatak looked embarrassed as he nodded his head.

      The two continued to walk the streets of Republic City, only this time hand in hand. Korra couldn’t focus on anything else but the hand holding hers. If Noatak felt any way about it, he didn’t make it known.

      Is this a date? This is a date, isn’t it? Korra had never held hands like this with the opposite sex. Naga obviously liked the guy, and she herself felt relaxed in his presence. If it weren’t for him doing all this for her, she’d probably be running amok and up to no good. Somehow, she always ended up getting into trouble.

      Story of my life…

      Perhaps sensing the changing mood of Korra, Noatak brushed against her hand with his thumb. She looked up to see him looking at her with concern.

      “I —…” She wanted to explain to him, but Korra couldn’t find the words. Looking into his piercing blue eyes, the young woman felt the desire to open up about her frustrations. That same desire was quick to turn to doubt.

      “It’s alright Korra.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Noatak shrugged. “Whatever it is that you’re feeling. You’re not the Avatar right now, not with me. In this moment it’s just Noatak and Korra, two friends who are about to have a great time in the city.”

      Korra was reminded of the hand interlocked with hers. “Friends?” For some reason it didn’t sound as good as she thought it might have. Still, she was very happy. She had never had a friend besides Naga.

      Noatak nodded and smiled wryly. “If you’d like of course. I hope you don’t take offense.”

      Noatak was surprised at what came next. With widened eyes full of shock, he felt Korra burrow into his chest and hug him with all her might. His instincts for survival flared as all the wind was squeezed out from his lungs. Spirits, she picked him up off his feet like it was nothing! It took some effort on his part not to think back to another time when she picked him up off his feet.

      Some of the passerby whistled and hawed at the sight, all with smiles at what they perceived to be a loving couple.

      Korra put him down with a wry smile of her own. She looked a bit worried that perhaps she had gone too far. Noatak was quick to readjust back to his laid-back self, only this time he reciprocated with a hug of his own to reassure her.

      Korra had to admit bear-hugging Noatak felt nice, but it was a world’s difference when Noatak put his arms firmly around her waist and brought her close to his chest.

      Spirits. I’m going stupid again.

      Korra couldn’t help but pick up on his scent. It was impossible for her to put a defining word to what he smelled like, but each time she breathed it in Korra felt like she was back in the South. Back home. It was crisp and refreshing, just like the arctic wind. She didn’t like it when Noatak pulled away, making her feel bereft of something she didn’t know she needed.

      “Come on. The place is right around the corner.” Noatak unknowingly made up for the bereft feeling he gave Korra when he took back her hand into his.

      Korra didn’t know what to expect when Noatak had said he wanted to feed her and Naga, but it certainly wasn’t this. The place around the corner, as Noatak had said so casually, was one of the tallest buildings she had seen for a restaurant. Dragon’s Head was the name written in gold and red. There was a line of people waiting to enter, but the path Noatak led them to wasn’t the waiting line everyone else stood in, but another entrance that read “Reservations and VIP only.”

      Korra was confused when she saw him lead her to the reservation section. Had he planned for this? All of a sudden she was beginning to feel displaced, like everything that happened so far with the man was by design.

      That doesn’t make sense. He’d never know I was coming to Republic City. No one even knows me aside from my parents, the White Lotus, and Tenzin. Was he just waiting for some girl to catch his interest then?

      While Korra was lost in thought, Noatak approached the man on shift who held the list of reservations.

      The man was about to greet the two cordially until Naga’s head and body followed through the entrance. “S-Sir, our policy doesn’t allow for animals within this establishment.”

      A golden coin was dropped onto the service desk before any more protests could be voiced. The man recognized it instantly and bowed his head respectfully. “Apologies Sir. I didn’t know you were an esteemed guest of Lady Yu.”

      Noatak glanced back to Korra who had a blank look to her before looking back at the man. “I’ll take the top if it’s open and empty. If not, a private room then to accommodate for my friend and her companion.”

      The man behind the desk smiled. “You’re in luck, Sir. The top is free and shall be yours for the duration of your stay. Everything is on the house as per order of Lady Yu.”

      “I won’t argue and disrespect Lady Yu’s kindness. Tell her when you see her that Lee from Dragon Flats borough stopped by. We’ll have the recommended course and the assorted refreshments please.”

      Korra had been listening in on the two’s conversation, hanging on to every word from start to finish in case she missed something. Rather than a reservation like she was thought to believe, Noatak was cashing in on some favor he had done for this Lady Yu. Korra was both relieved and touched. Relieved because her fear that this was all planned out was untrue and touched that he would go to such lengths for her.

      Indeed, it was something else when Noatak led her and Naga onto an elevator that took them to the top. It was an outdoor area with a full view of the entire Republic City. It took Korra’s breath away when she stepped to the rails and looked out to see everything for miles on end.

      Noatak was of course right by her side; his hand never having left her own. Rather than the view, Noatak had his eye entirely on Korra and the expressions she made. His lips curled ever so slightly upward at the sight of Korra in awe.

      “I don’t know what to say, Noatak. This — this is just beautiful. Thank you, really.” The landscape from high above was truly something else. She was able to see all the way to the far horizon where the sea and sky gathered. A few steamships could be seen pulling away into the horizon. Perhaps the ship she had left not long ago was already returning to the South.

      “I’m glad you like it. I thought I’d give you a memory to remember me by if nothing else. One you’d never forget.” Noatak flashed that handsome smile of his, the light of the sun illuminating him at that moment. “Welcome to Republic City, Korra.”

      Korra found the city to be amazing — gorgeous even beyond her wildest dreams, but in that moment she could hardly bring herself to care for it. The man who stood by her side made everything dull in comparison. He stole her breath away.

      Noatak pulled her away from the rails and towards the dining table set in the center of the area as their food had arrived. Korra swallowed the saliva that threatened to drool out of her mouth at the delicious smell that emanated throughout. Even Naga was affected, her nose sniffing loudly as several platters of food were set down.

      Ever the gentleman, Noatak helped Korra to her seat before sitting himself down. Naga relaxed herself into a comfortable position beside the table, the polar bear dog resting her head atop a corner of the table next to Korra. The roof above their heads was decorated with lanterns that would be lit during the night. It acted as shade to keep them from the sun’s heat.

      Korra didn’t know where to start. She looked to Noatak for guidance to which he thankfully provided.

      “The three large flagons are the refreshments, Korra. The one in blue glass is wine, the metal one is lychee juice mixed with water, mint, and lime, and the silver flagon is just iced water. Which would you like?”

      “Oh, uhm…” Korra bit her lip as she wondered which she should have. She hated the taste of alcohol, but she didn’t want to look like a little girl in front on Noatak who had already pulled off the stopper of the blue glass and poured himself a healthy serving of wine to his cup.

      “I’ll have some wine, please.”

      Noatak looked to her for a moment before smiling. Korra watched as he grabbed her cup, but instead of pouring wine he poured instead from the metal flagon.

      “I saw you eyeing the metal flagon ever since I told you what was in it. Don’t accommodate yourself to me, Korra. Just be truthful to yourself. Just be Korra.” He held the cup for her to take, a soft smile on his face to show her that he wanted nothing else but for her to just be herself.

      You’re not the Avatar right now, not with him. In this moment it’s just Korra and Noatak. You don’t have to hide or pretend, just be… you. Korra remembered his words when they walked the streets. It felt like a dream to have met such a man. It was like he knew her, knew what ate at her insides and troubled her. It was too good to be true. It had to be, right?

      But it isn’t. Korra looked into his eyes, the pools of wintry blue inviting her to drown within them. He’s real. He’s right in front of me. That man is Noatak.

      Korra accepted the cup and drank some to give herself a moment of reprieve. The mixed lychee juice was delicious, addicting even to where she just wanted to drink everything in one go. It reminded Korra that she would have been gulping down bitterness had she succeeded in pretending to be something she wasn’t.

      Noatak proceeded to point out the various dishes after she put down her cup. It was truly a sight to behold as some dishes were steaming hot and others cold and teeming with a frigid air. “The cooks interestingly enough use their bending to make the food. They don’t use traditional fire like other places. Some of the dishes are quickly frozen by a Waterbender to preserve their freshness until served.”

      Noatak took the time to introduce the food set on the grand table, at least as much as he could remember from when he had eaten there last. Of course, he was perfunctory in his explanation as Korra and Naga barely held in their drool.

      Much to Noatak’s amusement, Korra was very vivid in her expressions. If a dish was too hot or cool, she’d make it known in a humorous way. She would glare at him from time to time whenever she did so as he couldn’t help but laugh. She would smile seconds later whenever he did so. Compared to her, Noatak ate with grace and manners. Korra had begun to restrain herself when she noticed his way of eating and drinking, but the raised brow he gave her reminded Korra of what he had said earlier.

      Be yourself. Korra threw away all pretense and dove in with relish. It reminded Noatak of the frostwolves back in the North with how quick and ravenous she ate. He’d push a plate of food towards her and within a blink of the eye it was all gone, shared between the young woman and her companion.

      In time the food was gone, the cups of wine and lychee juice near empty. Naga happily laid down fully and seemingly dozed off as the two humans continued to talk.

      “I don’t mean to be nosy, but who is Lee?” Korra raised her hands and smiled ruefully. “You don’t have to answer if it makes you uncomfortable, I’m just curious. I heard you when you were talking to the man at the front desk.”

      Noatak shook his head. “You’re my friend, Korra. It’s only right that we get to know each other better.” There was a shift in his demeanor as he leaned back into his chair, a look of reminiscence as he spoke. ‘I’m not young,’ started Noatak with a wry smile. “I came to Republic City many moons ago to start fresh, to get away from my life back in the North. Noatak is my name, but there was a time when I was a young man who resented that fact. So I chose to live under a new name for a time, a simple one that I could remember. Lee. I met Lady Yu’s daughter when I was working part time as a tutor at the University. A couple thugs wanted to hurt Lady Yu’s daughter when she was walking home from the campus, and I just so happened to be there to defend her. They were benders, so I wasn’t able to do much, but I was able to fend them off until the police arrived to handle the situation.”

      Korra was surprised when she heard that last part. She assumed him to be a Waterbender. It was an error on her part, she thought. Aside from Pema, everyone she knew was a bender. From her parents to her teachers, she hadn’t really interacted with nonbenders on a more personal level. Korra realized that this was the first time, her very first friend no less.

      “That’s brave of you, Noatak. I mistook you for a Waterbender, so hearing that you stood up to those thugs without bending is remarkable to say the least. I can’t understand how there could be people out there who would abuse their bending like that.”

      Noatak could see that she was genuine in her response. It reminded him of how naïve the girl was. Evil existed in all places, all things. Even she was no exception to that. Too trusting was another matter. The food could have been spiked, the lychee juice mixed with poison or some aphrodisiac. The girl was sheltered all her life, something he could see clearly now as he interacted with her not as Amon, but as Noatak.

      “I had heard that the city was… unstable. My Airbending Master, Councilman Tenzin, was supposed to teach me. He couldn’t stay to fulfill his obligation, and I couldn’t wait couped up until he was ready.”

      “So you came to the city instead?” Asked Noatak to which Korra nodded. “Brave and bold, I like that about you, Korra. Still, I’ve heard the Councilman to be quite stern. I don’t know the man, but I doubt he’ll be happy about you arriving. Republic City is indeed undergoing a time of unrest. Something sinister is brewing, it’s apparent to everyone.”

      Korra crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes. “All the more reason why I should be here, don’t you think?”

      “I have no doubt of your abilities, Korra. But I must say, the unrest is far more severe than you might have been led to believe.”

      Korra could hear the seriousness in his voice, something she hadn’t heard before. Usually, she would have brushed it off as she did her teachers and parents, but Noatak was different. She could see the care and concern in his eyes as he told her. It made her feel warm and fuzzy on the inside to know she had such an awesome friend.

      Korra put a hand to her chin in thought. “Tenzin would definitely underplay what was going on.” The White Lotus too no doubt. Wouldn’t want me to act out recklessly if I knew what was going on. Whoops, too late. Avatar Korra is here to stay.

      “Do you know what’s going on in the city, Noatak?”

      Noatak sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. There was a graveness to his eyes that worried her. “I’m afraid I know all too well. As a nonbender, I have no qualms with benders — with people such as yourself, Korra. However, the same can’t be said for others.”

      “What do you mean? What are you talking about Noatak?” Korra genuinely didn’t understand. She always thought benders and nonbenders got along. Why wouldn’t they? In her mind, it was like the difference between people who knew how to cook and those who couldn’t. It wasn’t that big of a deal, you just had to make up for it with something else. Someone who couldn’t cook would prepare the food or clean the dishes. It was a team effort. Unity led to prosperity, or so she had been told by her father.

      Noatak stood up and held out his hand for her to take. “It would be better if I showed you. Care to visit the park?”

      

    
  
    3. It's a Date

    
      If Korra had to describe Noatak, it would be ‘cool as ice.’ From what she saw, the man seemed to take everything in stride. From the moment she saw him to now, she had been reduced to a flustered and blushing mess. The competitive side of her flared when she saw him calm and collected whilst she was the opposite.

      It reminded Korra of her bending training back in the South. All her teachers were masters of their element, and every time they stepped down to instruct her it left her a heaping mess of sore muscles and frayed nerves. The constant defeat made Korra want to one day get back at them, and in time she was able to play a trick or two that her teachers would never expect. The look of embarrassment and fluster made her giddy for days when she succeeded.

      Korra was brought back to those times when she was with Noatak. It wasn’t his age, something that never crossed her mind, but rather the manner in which the man carried himself. She still couldn’t get over the fact that he wasn’t a bender. She had been so sure. Her instincts told her he was more than he let on, but in what way? Something about him even felt familiar to her, like she knew him or something. Korra chalked it up to him being Water Tribe that made him feel so familiar.

      Korra didn’t dwell on it much either way. Her mind was soon occupied with the thought of flustering her friend as much as he had done to her.

      How to fluster Noatak…

      She thought back to the one time he looked a smidgen embarrassed. He had started to call her by her formal title rather than her name. From the looks of it, he hadn’t even noticed until she called him out on it. Admittedly, she felt giddy at seeing him break his cool, but it was just a glimpse. Noatak had recovered so quickly.

      The man in question was in front, leading them towards the exit of the Dragon’s Head. By the time they left, a mischievous light emerged in Korra’s eyes. It was promptly hidden when Noatak turned to face her.

      He opened his mouth to speak, but Korra was faster. “Hey, Noatak. How far away is this park?” She sported a concerned look, almost like she was impatient.

      “It’s a few blocks away from here. Shouldn’t take too long on foot. Why, is something the matter?”

      Korra couldn’t help but sigh mentally in satisfaction. Noatak put on that signature soft smile, his wintry eyes looking towards her in concern. It was so completely different than what she was used to. She almost felt bad for the prank she was about to pull. Almost.

      Korra jumped on Naga and patted the front of the saddle. “Naga can get us there in no time then. All you have to do is sit up front and lead her in the right direction. How about it cool guy?”

      Noatak looked a bit hesitant, but seeing as Korra had already gone ahead and sat atop Naga, Noatak could only do the polite thing and jump to the front of the saddle to hold the reins.

      What happened next was instant regret. Korra put her arms firmly around Noatak’s waist as she yelled out a phrase to her companion Naga, setting the polar bear dog running faster than a Satomobile at full throttle.

      Noatak attempted to maintain his withering composure, but whatever mounted attempt he made was quickly brushed aside by the wandering hands of the woman who stuck to his back closely.

      The surrounding became a blur as Naga picked up speed, jumping over streets and wreaking havoc in her wake all the while having her tongue flapping in the wind. How quickly things got out of hand. Noatak couldn’t focus on any of it as he felt two distinct mounds of flesh press into his back, Korra’s hands roaming his chest and stomach like she was searching for somewhere to hold on tightly to as Naga made for a bumpy ride.

      Noatak knew it wasn’t intentional, but every time Naga jumped and sped forward the mounds of flesh pressed upon his back would separate for a moment before crashing hard against him. As for the roaming hands — now that was definitely intentional.

      If he had turned his head back at that moment, the man would have seen Korra grinning like a maniac as she stifled a laugh. Korra could feel the muscle beneath the simple shirt Noatak wore tense at her touch. It was a rather loose-fitting garment, which only now made Korra realize just how muscular Noatak was beneath. The realization that she was feeling up the opposite sex made her dizzy.

      What was intended as a harmless prank became so much more as she realized how it looked.

      I definitely didn’t think this one through, but I can’t say I’m regretting it! Noatak isn’t angry, is he?

      Her only worry was his reaction. From an angle she peered at Noatak’s face, and his expression was everything she could have hoped for and more. He looked so bewildered at everything that was happening. Completely bewildered.

      Korra couldn’t hold it in any longer. She laughed harder than she had laughed in years. Her laughter broke Noatak out of his stupor as he shot her a rueful look. Korra responded by sticking her tongue out at him.

      …

      The ride to the park thereafter Korra’s prank was smooth sailing. Enjoyable, really. Korra rested her arms lazily around Noatak’s waist, her head over his shoulder. Boundaries and whatnot had never crossed her mind when it came to him.

      Noatak was a complete gentleman, and he hadn’t done a thing to make her think otherwise. Though, he was a bit too distant for Korra’s liking. He was her friend after all! Her first one! Him tensing at her touch only made her want to do it more.

      Seeing his face go through a range of emotions was just the cherry on top. Confusion to contemplation, then to further confusion before moving to him having an expression of amused acceptance.

      Noatak didn’t really seem to mind. He just accepted Korra for who she was every step of the way. Every now and then the man would gesture to a building or an area along their ride on Naga before explaining its importance or history. It amazed her how much he knew about the city, warmed her heart how much time he spent to introduce it all to her as they went by.

      Everything was perfect, like a dream. Korra let out a shuddering breath as the background noise faded away. Eventually Korra just closed her eyes and listened to Noatak’s voice. When he spoke, his voice painted a picture in her mind. In her mind’s eye a vast expanse of charcoal skies and an endless sea of ice stood before her. Others might have thought it empty and desolate, but to her it was beautiful.

      Like home, she thought.

      For all the gentle smiles and soft eyes he gave her, Korra couldn’t help but think the image in her mind was fitting for the man. There was no rhyme or reason as to why she thought so, but there was an inherent feeling that stemmed from the heart. It told her she was right, that Noatak was just that kind of man.

      Korra still didn’t know much about him, and he didn’t know much about her. ‘Everything in its own time,’ that’s what her mother would say whenever her daughter was impatient. Patience was never her thing, but it seemed to be Noatak’s.

      Korra looked at him, peeking through her eyelashes. The sun was at an angle, shadowing the majority of his face. With much of his features hidden, she was drawn to his lips, the small upturn curve of them grabbing her attention. Unknowingly she licked her own before biting down gently.

      She swept her gaze further down, watching with rapt attention as a bead of sweat rolled down the nape of his neck. It was close to where she rested her head, close enough she could… Korra licked her lips again, shaking away the dirty thought that had crossed her mind.

      What are you thinking?! What’s gotten into me lately? You just met Noatak, and already you’re crushing on him?

      Korra didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. She had always been warned by her father to watch out for boys. They’ll act nice and say whatever they could so long as it gets them under your pants. Don’t fall for their tricks, he said. She had been wary of Noatak, thinking him to be no different than the boys her father warned about, but Noatak was no boy. He was a grown man, and he certainly acted the part.

      Every step of the way he was polite and courteous, mindful of her space and considerate from the moment they met till now. If she moved too close, he would take a step back. When he held her hand it was never tight, enough slack to where she could easily pull apart had she wanted. When he looked at her, he never looked to her chest like so many others of the opposite sex would, only looking her in the eyes with that smile of his. It was too good to be true, right? No way a guy like this just appears out of nowhere like in the stories told by Katara when she was growing up, a perfect prince charming.

      She had been nervous after the food was eaten at the Dragon’s Head, thinking the moment she set her utensils down he would change and act differently than he had led her to believe, wanting something from her as compensation. She had been ready to blast him with the wine in his cup had it happened, but it never did. Noatak never asked for nothing. Never looked like he wanted anything at all from her.

      Thinking back to her ‘little’ prank, perhaps it was more than just competitiveness that drove her to act the way she did. In retrospect, a small part of her wanted to see if he even saw her as a woman.

      Not to say that Korra prided herself in her looks, she hardly paid attention to it. Still, she noticed the dirty looks men would often send her way, the creeps eyeing her from top to bottom. Be it Wolf’s Cove or the short time here in Republic City, it was still the same. Some of the men were with their girlfriends or wife, and still they looked her way when their partner wasn’t looking. Noatak on the other hand only looked at her when necessary, when he spoke to her or when she spoke to him. It made Korra wonder if she wasn’t attractive or desirable at all in his eyes.

      His reaction wasn’t exactly the indicator she was looking for, but it was close. His body certainly reacted the way she’d hoped towards her touch, but that could have been for any number of reasons.

      If my teachers or parents were able to know my thoughts, no doubt they’d be surprised. Dad would probably do his usual shake of the head and sigh. Mom on the other hand might just faint at the thought of her only daughter pining over a grown man old enough to be my dad.

      Korra frowned at that last thought. Not that Noatak looked old at all. He was handsome and tall and the way he smiled just made her brain shut down each time he did it. So what if he was older than her? He accepted her for who she was, and she could more than do the same for him.

      Besides, I’m the Avatar. Technically I’m way older! I’m basically a cradle snatcher from that angle!

      Despite how she acted in front of others, Korra was terribly perceptive. She just kept it to herself, hid it away behind a toothy grin and jovial appearance.

      Maybe that was why she grew to like Noatak so much in such little time. He didn’t care for her being the Avatar. He didn’t know her at all when he offered to help. Those who knew of her being the Avatar never cared for Korra as an individual but cared for her destiny. Sure, there were exceptions, but everywhere she went people only considered her and put up with her due to who she was in a past life, who she would become in the future. They didn’t see Korra, but the Avatar. They saw Aang or Kyoshi, spoke to her like she herself had done what they did. They didn’t revere her, but them.

      “Something wrong, Korra?” Noatak was confused when he felt something cold and wet fall on his shoulder. The man looked up thinking it was the beginning to a downpour, but when he saw clear skies he angled his head to look at Korra on his shoulder.

      “Sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I just…” Korra wiped away the tears that prickled at the corners of her eyes before holding herself closer to Noatak’s back.

      Noatak gestured for Naga to move slower. The park was just around the corner, but it could wait a moment. “Want to talk about it?” His voice turned soft with concern. Korra could hear the care in his voice and knew it to be genuine. She could spill out all her troubles and frustrations and he’d listen, even try to help her with it all — but Korra didn’t want to ruin their time together for any of that. She didn’t want to make him think she was nothing but a bag of problems either.

      He felt Korra shake her head on his shoulder. “It’s nothing, really. I’m just happy I met you is all.” Though that wasn’t exactly what made her emotional, it was true enough.

      You’re a breath of fresh air Noatak, and I can’t get enough.

      Noatak’s eyes were clouded when he heard the joy and relief in Korra’s voice. There was remorse in his heart as he thought back to a different time. That first meeting between the two was nothing like this one. Even still, he’d have to go through with it.

      “I’m happy to have met you as well, Korra.”

      Both were consumed by their thoughts of the past, but for entirely different reasons.

      “Are you tired of living under the tyranny of the benders?! Then join the Equalists!” Korra was brought out of her thoughts when she heard the man on the raised platform speak into his megaphone. They had just entered the park when they came upon a crowd surrounding the person.

      “For too long, the bending elite of this city have forced nonbenders to live as lower-class citizens. Join Amon! Together, we will tear down this oppressive establishment and rid it of its bending tyranny!”

      Korra couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Was this what Noatak wanted to show her? The instability of the city, was it because of this? Korra was drawn to the banner that depicted a masked man. Amon, most likely. Looking at it for too long gave her the creeps.

      Just as she was about to say something to the speaker, she saw Noatak pull on the reins to move Naga away towards the lake not far off. Korra was confused when Noatak dismounted, but seeing his hand open to her she grabbed onto it just as she had done so earlier that day.

      “What was that back there, Noatak?”

      Noatak looked back to the crowd that surrounded the speaker in the distance, his gaze lingering on the banner of himself before pulling away to look at Korra.

      “The reason why Councilman Tenzin and everyone else is in a tense state as of late. The Equalist are a group of nonbenders led by a man known only by the name of Amon. They detest the status quo of Republic City, a group that declares themselves the beginning to a revolution so to speak. Liberation from tyranny, you might say.”

      “What’s the big deal with them?” she asked. “I don’t see how a group of nonbenders would be more of a concern than the local criminals who would misuse their bending.”

      Noatak shrugged. “I don’t honestly know for sure, Korra. What I do know is that this new group — the Equalists — aren’t to be underestimated. Something similar occurred years ago, a group of people who tried to protest against the Triads and bring awareness to the city’s corruption. A crowd not that different than the one we just walked away from was dispersed by the gangsters. Since then, nonbenders kept to themselves. Until now.”

      Noatak smiled when he saw that Korra wasn’t quite catching on. “Some of these people at the park who aren’t attending the speaker and his crowd are not who they seem to be. Some of them are gangsters dressed down like the regular park enthusiast. The difference from the event that took place years ago and now is that they aren’t moving to disperse the crowd. They’re only watching, not doing anything.”

      “They’re afraid,” said Korra as she observed the people who sat at the benches and walked by the lake. Upon closer observation she could see some with tattoos, most of which were hidden through long-sleeves and coats despite the sunny day. There was clarity in Korra’s eyes now that he explained further.

      “Yes,” he replied gravely. “Something about the Equalists has got the Triads spooked. So much so that they won’t make a move. Well, maybe they already did. My best guess is that they’ve tried to attack these Equalists before this, perhaps multiple times, but they’ve lost. There’s fear in the air because there’s a real threat from the Equalists.”

      Korra folded her arms and rested against Naga, her head lowered in thought. She thought back to what Tenzin had said back at the compound. No doubt the reason he couldn’t stay was due to this. There was quite the crowd here at the park listening to the speaker’s enthusiasm as he encouraged them to join the Equalists. Korra wondered just how big this Equalist group really was and how dangerous they truly were for Tenzin to postpone her training indefinitely.

      Shouldn’t I be the one handling this? I’m the Avatar for spirit’s sake! They know by now that I learn best hands on, not through lectures on the board. Is it that they don’t trust me? Is that it?

      Korra looked up in confusion when Noatak extended his hand, a golden piece of paper held out for her to take.

      “Noatak?”

      She was confused, but accepted the golden piece of paper and saw that it was a ticket to the Pro-bending Arena for a match that would take place in a few days. Taking a closer look and reading the print, it was for a bout between the Fire Ferrets and the Tigerdillos. Winner moves up the ladder in the championship tournament.

      The man smiled and pulled out a few more golden tickets from his pocket to show to her before putting them away. “An old friend of mine won a raffle at his favorite noodle shop. The guy doesn’t care for pro-bending, so he gave me all the tickets he had won. I thought you might like to go with me to the Arena and watch the match. It’s in a couple days so there’s no rush, plenty of time for you to adjust to the city life.”

      Noatak faltered a bit when he saw Korra tense up, her eyes glued to the ticket in her hand.

      “If you have other plans then by all means don’t worry about it. I’m not that big on the pro-bending scene either, just thought that it might be worthwhile to take you to see a match if you weren’t —”

      Korra lunged at him then before he could complete his sentence. Her weight against him made Noatak fall to the floor with her. For a moment he felt a pang of dread as he remembered a similar scene from a ‘different’ Korra not that long ago. Whether she meant to or not, she had placed him in the same position her counterpart had forced him in before cursing him with a kiss.

      Looking up at her, Noatak could see the difference all too clearly. That older version had grown to be nearly as tall as him, her face gaunter and more refined, not at all like the one atop him now still with baby fat to her cheeks. Where there was malice and insanity, this one was bright and full of life.

      Where one was a mature woman with years of experience in battle and life, this one was still young and naïve, immature and still trying to find her place in the world. If left alone, she’d one day become that woman all the same. A conqueror. An Empress. She’d have her Empire and crown, power none could equal.

      What was he meant to do? Was it all a result of tragedy and loss, or was there a desire inherent within her to possess such power and authority? Can her destiny really be to save the world if she turned to the same path he walked upon? He thought destiny to be set in stone, was it not? Noatak had to remind himself he was dealing with a goddess in the making. His schemes and influence would only wane in time as she grew beyond him to become that version of herself.

      For that woman to never exist was impossible with the restrictions placed upon him. He himself would make her endure nightmares and pain, the beginnings to her path as the Empress. Perhaps those desolate eyes would still remain even after all was said and done by him to help her, only there would be a touch of humanity lingering within.

      Absurd. It was all absurd. All his preparation from the night before, all his calculations in buying the tickets and befriending her, what was it all for? Could he really pull this off? He had control for now, knew the coming events before his untimely demise, but what of after? All this talk of saving the girl, when he couldn’t even save his brother; save himself. He knew how to kill, to manipulate and deceive. He was doing it right now to the girl, but to save her from herself?

      “Noatak! Noatak!” Korra was still atop straddling him, only know she was grabbing at his shirt and shaking him with fear in her eyes. She blushed in joy at first when she saw him looking up at her with such an intense gaze, but her emotion turned to horror as his gaze began to blank. She was afraid she had made him hit his head or something.

      Noatak blinked and looked around. Some of the people nearby were looking towards the two at the spectacle they made.

      He motioned to move up, but Korra firmly held him down flat by his shoulders. “J-just stay there for a minute Noatak. I think you hit your head. How are you feeling? Any dizziness? I didn’t mean to make you fall, I just wanted to hug you.”

      Noatak wasn’t sure if she was joking. Knowing a bit of her on a personal level now, he knew she probably wasn’t. Hadn’t she just been shaking him senseless not a second ago? He felt like she had scrambled his brain with how hard she was shaking him. Still, he put a hand to her head and gently caressed her hair.

      He didn’t know why he gently caressed her head until he remembered how often he would do it to sooth his younger brother back when they were kids. Like Korra, Tarrlok was quite the emotional kid. Quick to sadness and anger, but always finding joy regardless. It seemed to do the trick because Korra instantly settled down beneath his touch.

      He would have stayed put as well beneath her as she wanted him to, but Korra just had to settle her weight below his waist. Korra fortunately for him was all too oblivious, but the same couldn’t be said for Noatak. This position of theirs was one he was all too familiar back in his youth, something he’d rather not think about with the Avatar atop him.

      Noatak didn’t want to see her that way. Befriending her was one thing, but anything else would put his mission in jeopardy. Besides, she already had a lover. Perhaps that young man wouldn’t last with the Avatar, but someone might. Noatak wouldn’t want to deprive Korra of her future soulmate.

      Not that Korra wasn’t making it hard on the man what with her earlier actions. Noatak had great control over his mind and body, but he would rather not put anything to the test and risk everything he had just built in the last few hours. Thinking fast for a way out, he easily found a solution to his dilemma.

      “Sorry, it’s just… you look beautiful when you smile, Korra. I was mesmerized by it.”

      He almost chuckled at how quick she pulled away. It did satisfy a sinister part of him to see her so flustered, but he knew not to overdo it. Especially when the girl punched his arm for making her blow steam from her ears.

      “Liar,” mumbled Korra as she helped him up.

      Noatak patted off any dirt that may have clung to his clothes as he smiled. In truth, he hated smiling. There was nothing in this world worth smiling for, or so he had once thought. He didn’t hate it anymore, but he wasn’t used to it either. How long did he stand before the mirror the night before and smile until he got it right just for today?

      Noatak looked to the clocktower nearby. Time was up.

      “I wouldn’t lie about that. You’re beautiful, Korra. Sadly, I won’t get to see it until next time we meet.”

      “You’re leaving?” He could hear the disappointment in her voice, though she tried to hide it. Spirits, her whole demeanor changed.

      “Unfortunately, yes. I wish I could stay with you longer Korra, but I have some unfinished business to attend to. I apologize. I had wanted to take you to Air Temple Island before I had to leave, but I completely forgot the time as I was with you.”

      Korra seemed to perk up at that, knowing he had lost track of time because he was with her.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll find my way there. Thank you for today, Noatak. Really. I’ll see you at the Arena?” Noatak could hear the bashful hope in her voice, and he smiled just as practiced.

      “Wouldn’t miss it for the world, Korra. I’ll be seeing you then.”

      …

      Noatak sighed as he waved her goodbye. Not moments later he could hear the honking of Satomobiles and shouting pedestrians as Korra rushed around a corner block on Naga.

      Some things never change, he thought. Gathered reports told of the Avatar’s incident with the police. An altercation with some thugs and damage of personal property.

      It didn’t seem all that important of an event at a glance, but Noatak didn’t know what events were to the Avatar and her journey. For all he knew this might be a chance encounter with the Chief of Police, or perhaps they had already met and she was introduced to someone else that may be of importance.

      Her lover perhaps? I really should find out his name. If he’s the one the Avatar is meant to be with, then it might be beneficial to have him on my side. What I can’t get through to the Avatar on my own, perhaps she would listen to the love of her life instead.

      The man combed a hand through his hair and shook his head.

      Like trying to play a game without knowing the rules or what the pieces do. How can those Spirits expect me to do anything when every move I make might just be leading to a darker fate? Tampering too much will deviate sequence of events, and the future will be far flung from what I know and can expect.

      Noatak’s calendar was cleared for the day, having pushed aside his work for later that night. It had been a last-minute adjustment that he decided to cut his time short with the Avatar.

      I’ve taken the better half of her day. Will the events of today still play out like they were supposed to originally? It could be called a success if I was able to manage that, as I’m meant to be a subtle and gradual influence on the girl.

      His original plan wasn’t only to make contact and establish a friendship. Noatak wanted to take the day to garner the Avatar’s implicit trust and have her depend on him in times of need. It wouldn’t be achieved in a single day — much less the first day having met — but the road to fulfilling that endeavor had to start as soon as possible.

      Despite her naiveness, she’s fairly perceptive.

      Noatak had noticed how weary she was the moment their dinner time had ended. Though she didn’t prepare caution for a spiked drink or tempering with the food served, she did indeed have some doubt towards him.

      The girl isn’t as innocent as she looks.

      So lost in thought within his head, Noatak failed to see the thundering Satomobile that was careening right towards him as he began to walk towards the crossing section of the street. The shouting of the driver was drowned out in the heavy wind.

      Noatak chuckled to himself as he remembered the Avatar trying her way to Air Temple Island. He had to admit the woman he fought and the girl before him — he just couldn’t correlate the two as one. He knew, however, that people change with time. It happened to him, to his brother. And so, it seems even Avatar Korra wasn’t impervious to walking down the same path he and his kin did.

      Showing her around the city, talking to her closely like he had, it was… nice. In a way she reminded Noatak of his brother when the two were young. A bundle of joy, so curious about the world and what it had to offer.

      Tarrlok…

      Before the world faded to black, the image of his brother smiling at him was the last of his thoughts.

      It was a second only before the pain woke him up. Noatak groaned out a short breath as a hand entered his sight, wrapping around his arm to help him up.

      Confused and dazed, Noatak raised his head only to see a familiar face. Her mouth was opening and closing, but he couldn’t make out the words until the ringing in his ear faded.

      Asami Sato. Why is Hiroshi’s daughter outside of the estate at this time of day?

      “Sir?! Are you alright?! Can you hear me?” She was clutching at his arm, and Noatak quickly averted his eyes just as he felt her press against him.

      Noatak pinched the bridge of his nose and nodded before he closed his eyes. Similar to how elite Earthbenders could feel the earth through Seismic Sense, Noatak could run a check on his body through Blood Sense. Nothing internal was broken or damaged, thankfully.

      I can’t believe I ran into Hiroshi’s little one so soon and like this of all things. Any plans I might have had on how to approach her are useless now that she’s seen my face.

      Noatak made sure to use his practiced smile, ignoring the aching pain as he held out his hand for Asami to shake. “The name is Jhin. And you?”

      Apologies, old friend.

      “O-Oh!” She took his hand into her own gently, shaking it before holding his arm to keep him steady. “I’m terribly sorry. I’m Asami. Asami Sato. I was driving a new product of my Father’s to test it on the road. I’m such an idiot. I quickly tried to stop when I saw you but —”

      Noatak help up a hand to interrupt her. “You don’t need to explain to me,” he interjected. “I’m just glad you’re safe and sound. Had you crashed into a pole or wall, you might have incurred serious injury, Ms. Sato.”

      Asami didn’t know what to say or think as Noatak put a hand on her shoulder and smiled softly. Noatak could tell she was ready to face his anger or for him to demand compensation for what happened.

      Noatak — while looking Asami in the eye — used his Blood Sense to get a better picture of Asami’s state of health. “It seems you’re uninjured, thankfully.” He patted her a few times on the shoulder before turning to leave.

      I can’t delegate any time to her and her father as of yet. I need to plan and deliberate for the Avatar girl and observe how her rest of the day developed.

      “Have a pleasant afternoon, Ms. Sato!” Just as he spoke, a hand grasped onto his and held him from taking another step away.

      “I wouldn’t feel good about myself if I just let you walk away after I hit you. Please, there has to be something I can do to make it up to you. Please. Let me make this up to you.” Glancing back, the man could only nod at Asami’s doe-eyed look. She looked like she would cry if he refused.

      Asami instantly brightened once he nodded. “Would you like to discuss this over dinner? My treat. I know a place with an amazing view.” She looked to the sun that was beginning to set on the horizon. “It’ll take your breath away at night.”

      Noatak chuckled and shrugged. “I can’t say no to free food, much less with the company of a woman as beautiful as you, Ms. Sato.”

      A little flattery never hurt when it’s the truth.

      “Please. Just call me Asami, Jhin.” Asami cleared her throat and blushed. She looked a bit shy as she spoke again. “So… it’s a date?”

      Noatak nodded in affirmation.

      “Of course, Asami.”

      The young woman smiled at hearing him say her name. Noatak knew he had succeeded in making a good and lasting impression of himself when he sensed how her heart raced and her blood spiked slightly.

      By his hand Bloodbending had a thousand uses. He knew when someone was lying or being truthful and knew when one was pretending or being sincere. All he had to do was interpret that sincerity or falsity and the inherent meaning. Just like Korra, Asami was excited for their next meeting.

      The two agreed to meet later that night at the park, and from there Asami would have them driven to the restaurant she had in mind by a chauffeur.

      You should be keeping a better eye on your daughter, Hiroshi.

      Noatak had a couple hours before sundown. Not enough time to work as he would have liked, but enough to where he could adjust accordingly.

      The man had decided not to take the same approach as he did with Korra. Unlike the Avatar, Sato’s girl was mature and had a steady head on her shoulders despite her youth. He would dine and drink wine with her and speak as men would do to a woman highly regarded.

      The slight racing of her heart when I complimented her as a woman is a definitive tell that she would rather be treated ahead of her years. She dresses and carries herself as a mature woman would and didn’t bother to correct my perception as it was what she intended.

      Noatak could immediately discern the difference between the two females, both he regarded as girls in his mind, nonetheless. Korra was expected to mature and grasp onto concepts faster and easier than anyone else. The Avatar wouldn’t have time to be a young woman when all her time was spent training and learning.

      It only makes sense she would rebel and leave for Republic City. To her its freedom to do as she wants, to live her life. Still, she does want to uphold the beliefs and perceptions inherited with being the Avatar. It makes for an interesting dichotomy to see the girl try to be one thing when she hasn’t lived and experienced the other. You must walk before you begin to run. Before she can become the woman people want and need her to be, she must first experience her youth and everything that entails. True wisdom comes with experience. It must be lived.

      The image of Asami Sato came to mind.

      Perhaps it’s the opposite. Hiroshi is being too mindful of his daughter. Unlike Korra, Asami is coddled and spoiled by her father. If so, then perhaps she has grown tired of being seen as Hiroshi’s little girl. Being treated as mature by an actual older man might bring her satisfaction that she is truly mature beyond her years. This might be a breath of fresh air to the girl then, our meeting over dinner.

      As he picked out a set of clothes to wear for his dinner with Asami, Noatak couldn’t help but ruminate over the comparison made between the two in his mind.

      They would make a good pair, those two.
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